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“but the one who joins himself to the Lord is one spirit with Him" (1 Cor 
6:17). The idea is this: people become one with and, thus, identified with that 


$?See Beale, Revelation, pp. 248-50. 
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to which they fully devote themselves. And this is why in Hosea 4:16 that 
Hosea refers to Israel as a “stubborn heifer"—because, like a harlot, Israel 
had become one spiritually with the calf idol with which it had had spiritual 
intercourse and which the nation wholly adored instead of Yahweh. Later 
Judaism also understood that Israel’s idolatry at Sinai involved committing 
illicit sexual intercourse with the calf idol on the spiritual level.”° 

With different language but with a similar concept, Ezekiel 14:3-4, 7, 
speaks of the Israelite idolater as “set[ting] up his idol in his heart” (see like- 
wise Ezek 20:16).” Idolatry is not a mere matter of external worship but of 
internal commitment by the heart. It is apparently the presence of the spiri- 
tually empty idol in one’s heart that changes the being of the idolater into a 
spiritually empty creature. (Though, as we have seen throughout this book, 
this happens ultimately as a sovereign judgment from God.) This is likely 
why Ezekiel says a little later that the idolater’s “heart” is “languishing” and 
that the idolater is “a bold-faced harlot” (Ezek 16:30). 

In this regard, it is noteworthy that when God exhorts Israel to “fear the 
Lorp your God, and you shall worship Him and swear by his name” (Deut 
6:13 = 10:20, the latter of which adds “and cling to him"), it is part of an 
admonishment not to give such worshipful commitment to idols (cf. Deut 
6:12-15; 10:16-17, 20). 

An entire book has been written about how idolatry in the Old Testament 
is to be seen to a great extent in the light of faithfulness and unfaithfulness 
in Israel’s marriage relationship with the Lord.” The Old Testament view of 
marriage requires strict sexual faithfulness between the wife and husband. Il- 
licit involvement in sex by either mate is a twisting of the marriage ideal and 
exposes the fractured nature of fallen humanity. Just as Scripture indicates that 
human marriage points beyond itself to the eschatological marriage between 


The Talmud (Zemurah 28b) appears to interpret Ps 106:20 in this way and to see it to be an ex- 
ample of Israel committing sexual intercourse with the golden calf: “With regard to [the feminine 
term] ‘behemah’ [cattle] it is written: And if a man lie with a bebemab [beast], he shall surely be put to 
death, and with regard to [the masculine term] ‘bakar; [herd] it is written: Thus they changed their 
glory with the similitude of an ox that eateth grass.” The inextricable link between the clear reference 
to intercourse with cows in the first part of the line with the following reference to Ps 106:20 in 
the second part of the line favors such a view. 

Here I am following Meadors, Idolatry and the Hardening of the Heart, p. 59, in seeing the signifi- 
cance of Ezekiel 14 for the transforming nature of idolatry. 

Raymond C. Ortlund, God's Unfaithful Wife: A Biblical Theology of Spiritual Adultery, NSBT 2 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2002). 
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God and his people in the Old Testament (note just earlier in Is 62), and Christ 
and believers in the New Testament (Eph 5:28-33), so also literal adultery and 
harlotry are used by biblical writers to explain the unfaithfulness of God’s peo- 
ple to him as their husband. This background for idolatry enforces the notion 
already argued that what we are committed to we are joined to and share in its 
nature in some significant way. This accounts for why people who are commit- 
ted to the living God reflect his living image and why people committed to the 
world’s dead idols reflect the lifeless nature of those idols. 

Somewhat similarly, Solomon is an example of how committing oneself to 
an idolatrous context can cause one to become idolatrous. 1 Kings 11 asserts: 


INow King Solomon loved many foreign women along with the daughter 
of Pharaoh: Moabite, Ammonite, Edomite, Sidonian, and Hittite women, 
?from the nations concerning which the Lord had said to the sons of Israel, 
"You shall not associate with them, nor shall they associate with you, for 
they will surely turn your heart away after their gods." Solomon held fast 
to these inlove.... 

^For when Solomon was old, his wives turned his heart away after other 
gods; and his heart was not wholly devoted to the Lorp his God, as the 
heart of David his father Aad been. (1 Kings 11:122, 4) 


God's command to Israel not to intermarry was to protect them ultimately 
from intermarrying spiritually with idols and to enable them to be a faith- 
ful wife to Yahweh (e.g., see Ex 34:12-17). For to enter into such an intense 
human marriage relationship means that “the two become one,” and that 
the two mates to significant degrees reflect one another. Despite Solomon's 
great wisdom, his wives still influenced him. He reflected their idolatrous 
commitments and actually began to practice idolatry, even to the extent of 
“building a high place" (= altar) for the various gods of his wives. It is such in- 
timate marriage commitments to idolatrous mates that the later Jewish writ- 
ing Joseph and Aseneth warns against. The Jewish story narrates that when the 
pagan Egyptian woman Aseneth first met Joseph, her future husband, she 
wanted to kiss him. Joseph responded by saying, 


It is not fitting for a man who worships God, who will bless with his mouth 
the living God and eat blessed bread of life and drink a blessed cup of im- 
mortality and anoint himself with blessed ointment of incorruptibility to kiss 
a strange woman who will bless with her mouth dead and dumb idols and eat 
from their table bread of strangulation and drink from their libation a cup of 
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insidiousness and anoint herself with ointment of destruction. But a man who 
worships God will kiss . . . [those] who bless with their mouths the living God. 
Likewise for a woman who worships God it is not fitting to kiss a strange man, 
because this is an abomination before the Lord God. (Jos. and As. 8:5-7)? 


Consequently, as we observed in Hosea 13, “kissing” is a gesture symbol- 
izing a commitment of love and suggesting unity with, and to kiss the idola- 
ter was considered virtually the same thing as kissing the idol and identify- 
ing with it. This equation appears to be expressed by calling such an act an 
“abomination” (bdelygma; Jos. and As. 8:7), an often-used word in the Greek 
Old Testament, usually meaning an idol or sometimes something tainted 
with or linked to idolatry. In other words, such an act of kissing an idolater 
appears to be equated with an act of idolatry itself. This story would appear to 
have roots in a tradition based on the Solomon narrative and even earlier Old 
Testament Scripture. Though Joseph and Aseneth does not address becoming 
like the idols one reveres, showing commitment to idols by eating a sacred 
meal dedicated to idols has affinities with the earlier discussion of 1 Corin- 
thians 10 and the idea of identification with idols that we saw there. 


CONCLUSION 


This discussion in connection to 1 Corinthians 10 seems to be a deeper anal- 
ysis than anywhere else in Scripture about why we resemble what we revere, 
either for ruin or restoration. In addition to 1 Corinthians 10, we have seen 
in Romans 1 that Paul also employs Old Testament references to the golden 
calf to express his understanding of idol worship, including the notion that 
worshipers reflect in their character the ungodly image of what they worship. 
We have also observed in Romans 8 and 12 that those who are committed to 
Christ become conformed to his image. 

Outside of the Gospels, Acts and Paul, there is one more book in the New 
Testament that has significant discussion of idol worship. To this book, Rev- 


elation, we now direct our focus. 


P Garland, 1 Corinthians, p. 482, brought my attention to the Joseph and Aseneth reference. The 
description of the “strange woman’s” meal ritual likely reflects a cultic meal either in a temple or 
some sacred space reserved for worship of a god. 


Becoming Like What We Worship 
The Book of Revelation 


As far as I can tell, there is no significant evidence in Hebrews or the Gen- 
eral Epistles supporting the notion of idol worshipers becoming like the idols 
that they revere. Indeed, the notion of idolatry is barely mentioned in these 
books. On the other hand, Revelation does address this theme, especially by 
developing both Jesus’ and Isaiah’s understanding of idolaters as those who 
cannot hear. This development occurs primarily through John’s repetition of 
the phrase “he who has an ear let him hear."! 

In the first four sections of this chapter, I will set the stage for the theme 
of idolatry in Revelation, and in the last section I will elaborate specifically 
on how those who revere the beast come to resemble his character, leading to 
their ruin. Part of their judgment is that they begin to share in the demonic 
dimension that envelops the idols that they worship and which conforms the 
idolaters into their own dead and empty image, an idea we have already en- 
countered in 1 Corinthians 10. 


'The following four titled subsections are based, with some revision, on G. K. Beale, “The Hearing 
Formula and the Visions of John in Revelation,” in 4 Vision for the Church, ed. Markus Bockmuehl 
and Michael B. Thompson (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1997), pp. 167-80. 
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THE LITERARY CONTEXT OF THE LETTERS AND THE 
FUNCTION OF THE HEARING FORMULA THEREIN 


The message of each of the seven letters to the churches of Revelation 2—3 
can be divided into four broad sections: (1) commission formula with chris- 
tological descriptions, (2) an “I know” section (typically containing elements 
of praise, exhortation and accusation, perhaps including calls for repentance, 
threats of judgment and promises), (3) exhortation to discern, and (4) exhor- 
tation to conquer.” 

The logical flow of thought in each letter generally conforms to the following 
pattern: (1) Christ presents himself with certain attributes (particularly suitable 
to the situation of each church, faith in which provides the basis for overcom- 
ing the specific problem faced); (2) the situation and the particular problem 
are reviewed (introduced by “I know”); (3) on the basis of the situation and the 
problem, Christ issues either an encouragement to persevere in the face of con- 
flict (for faithful churches) or to repent, in order to avoid judgment (for unfaith- 
ful churches); (4) then both the prior situation and problem together, especially 
with the corresponding encouragements to persevere or exhortations to repent, 
form the ground for Christ issuing a call for the churches to respond by heeding 
(“hearing”) either the preceding encouragement or exhortation; (5) on the basis 
of a positive response (= “hearing” followed by “overcoming”), Christ promises 
the inheritance of eternal life with him, which uniquely corresponds to Christ’s 
attributes or to the churches’ situation (the hearing formula still functions as a 
ground clause, together with overcoming, even when placed after the promise 
in the last four letters). 

In view of the similar logical development and theme of all of the letters, 
the general main point of chapters 2-3 can be formulated in the following 
manner: Christ encourages the churches to witness, warns them about compromise 
and exhorts them to “hear” and to overcome compromise in order to inherit the 
promise of eternal life with him. Therefore, the logical development of each let- 
ter climaxes with the promise of inheriting eternal life with Christ, which is 
the main point of each letter. The body of all seven of the letters provides the 
basis on which the Spirit calls the churches to respond by “hearing,” which 
should inextricably result in overcoming, the consequence of which is inherit- 
ing the respective promises. 


?So David E. Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World (Grand Rap- 
ids: Eerdmans, 1983), pp. 275-78, and the book’s appendix. 
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The concluding “hearing” exhortations are not merely addressed to each 
particular church but “to [all] the churches.” Although each letter is addressed 
to the particular situation of a church, it is relevant for the needs of all seven 
of the churches, and probably, by implication, for the universal church, or 
church “at large.” 

Three general divisions can be discerned among the seven churches. The 
first and last are in danger of losing their very identity as a Christian church. 
Therefore, they are exhorted to repent in order to prevent their judgment and 
to inherit the promises that genuine faith deserves. The churches addressed 
in the three central letters have, to varying degrees, some who have remained 
faithful and others who are compromising with pagan culture. Among these, 
Pergamum is in the best condition and Sardis is in the worst. These churches 
are exhorted to purge the elements of compromise from their midst in order 
to avert judgment on the compromisers (and probably also themselves) and 
to inherit the promises due those who overcome compromise. The second 
and sixth letters are written to churches that have proved themselves faithful 
and loyal to Christ's “name” even in the face of persecution from both Jews 
and pagans. Even though they are “poor” and “have little power,” they are 
encouraged to continue persevering as the "true Israel," since more trials will 
confront them. They are to endure with the hope that they will inherit the 
promises of eternal salvation (both will receive a "crown"). 

In this light the condition of the churches is presented in the literary form 
of a chiasm: a b c c c b' a. The significance of this is that the Christian 
church as a whole is perceived as being in poor condition, since not only are 
the healthy churches in a minority but the literary pattern points to this em- 
phasis, because the churches in the worst condition form the literary bound- 
aries of the letters and the churches with serious problems form the very core 
of the presentation. This is highlighted by recognizing that at the center of 
the middle letter stands a general statement that "all the churches will know" 
that Christ is the omniscient judge of his unfaithful followers (Rev 2:23). The 
reference in 2:23 is conspicuous because the only other collective reference to 
the churches occurs at the conclusion of each letter. 

All of the letters deal generally with the issue of witnessing for Christ in 
the midst of a pagan culture. The churches with problems are all exhorted to 


3For the figurative significance of “seven,” see G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, NIGTC (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), pp. 58-64. 
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strengthen their witness in various ways, and the two churches without prob- 
lems are encouraged to continue to persevere in the faithful witness, which 
they had been maintaining. Consequently, the hearing formula functions to 
exhort Christians to witness despite the temptations to compromise and thus 
to overcome in order to receive the final salvific reward. Therefore, the hear- 
ing formula is a key to understanding the major theme of the letters, and, as 
we will see, is crucial for understanding the theme of the entire book. 

The hearing formula functions as the Spirit’s witness to Christ’s (the 
King’s) new covenant (“hear what the Spirit says to the churches”) to 
exhort true Israel, the new covenant community, to faithfulness to its 


acknowledged Lord. 


THE BIBLICAL-THEOLOGICAL BACKGROUND OF THE HEARING 
FORMULA 


This formula has its background in the Synoptics and the Old Testament 
where in both cases it occurs in connection with symbolic or parabolic revela- 
tion. In the Old Testament it refers to the effect that the symbolic revelation 
of the prophets had on the Israelites. The primary function of the prophets 
Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel was to warn Israel of its impending doom and 
divine judgment, especially because of their intractable stance toward idola- 
try. They delivered their warnings in a rational and sermonic way, exhorting 
the audience about their sin and reminding them about their past history in 
which God had judged their fathers because of the same kind of selfish dis- 
obedience. But these prophetic messengers had little success because of Isra- 
el’s idolatrous allegiances and consequent spiritual lethargy and stiff-necked 
attitude against changing the ways to which they had grown accustomed. 
They had become spiritually lifeless like their idols and spiritually hardened 
to rational, historical and homiletical warnings. 

As a consequence, the prophets also took up different forms of warning. 
They employed symbolic action and parable in order to get attention.* But 
such a change in warning form is effective only with those who already have 
spiritual insight. Symbolic parables cause those who “have ears to hear and 
hear not” to misunderstand further. The literary form of symbolic parable 
(e.g., mashal) “appears whenever ordinary warnings are no longer heeded (cf. 


^David Lyle Jeffrey, “Literature in an Apocalyptic Age: Closure and Consolation,” (unpublished 
paper, 1977) first attracted my attention to this notion in the prophets. 
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Mt 13:10)” and no warning will ever be heeded by hardened people who are 
intent on continuing in idolatrous disobedience. This is the point of Isaiah 
6:9-10, where the prophet is commissioned to tell Israel to “keep on listening 
but do not perceive. . .. Render the hearts of this people insensitive, their ears 
dull... lest they . . . hear with their ears... and repent and be healed.” 

Isaiah’s preaching is intended as a judgment to blind and deafen the ma- 
jority in Israel and make them even more like their dead idols, but at the same 
time, no doubt, it would have a positive effect only on the very tiny remnant 
(though, as we saw in chap. 2, this latter effect is not mentioned in Is 6).° 
Isaiah’s message in chapters 1-5 is predominantly a nonparabolic warning 
of judgment and promise of blessing conditioned on repentance. Then the 
parabolic message comes in Isaiah 7:3 and 8:1-4, which has already been 
anticipated by the vineyard parable in Isaiah 5:1-7. The parabolic aspect of 
the prophet’s message is then closely linked to the hardening commission of 
Isaiah 6:9-10 and, therefore, may be considered one of the means by which 
the people are to be blinded and deafened in conformity with the nature of 
their blind and deaf idols (which is viewed as beginning fulfillment among 
idolaters, e.g., in Is 42:20 [“your ears are open, but none hears”], in light of Is 
42:17-20; 43:8). 

Yet the parables are also intended to have a jolting effect on the remnant 
who have become complacent among the compromising majority. Israel did 
not want to hear the truth, and when it was presented straightforwardly to 
convict them of sin, they would not accept the fact of their sin. The parables, 
however, functioned to awake those among the true, righteous remnant from 
their sinful anesthesia. The same pattern found in Isaiah is apparent in Eze- 
kiel, where the Isaianic hearing language occurs in Ezekiel 3:27 (ho akouon 
akoueto: “he who hears, let him hear”), followed directly by the prophet’s first 
parable, and in Ezekiel 12:2 (ota echousin tou akouein kai ouk akouousin: 
they “have ears to hear, but they do not hear”), followed immediately in verses 
3-16 by the prophet's first parabolic act before onlooking Israel (for similar 
wording to Ezekiel’s hearing formulas see Jer 5:21; 17:23). Ezekiel’s usage 
is a development of that already found in Isaiah and, as in Isaiah, is applied 
to idolaters (e.g., see the surrounding context of Ezek 11:18, 21; 12:16, 24; 


STbid. 
For sources discussing aspects of the exegetical and theological problems in Is 6:9-10, see chapter 2 


and Beale, “Isaiah VI 9-13: A Retributive Taunt Against Idolatry,” VT (1991): 257-78. 
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14:1-7).’ The shock effect of the parables on the believing yet sinfully com- 
placent remnant is a phenomenon also observable in and illustrated by the 
case of Nathan’s parable addressed to David, after he had sinned by commit- 
ting adultery with Bathsheba and killing her husband, Uriah. David was not 
ready to hear an outright, direct accusation. He had become spiritually an- 
aesthetized to his spiritual and moral decline. Therefore, Nathan the prophet 
uses the approach of symbolic language (cf. 2 Sam 12:1-9, 13-15). The sym- 
bolic story catches David off guard. It causes him to focus objectively on the 
meaning of the story because he does not think it is related to him personally. 
Only after he had fully understood the pictorial story and felt its emotive 
impact does Nathan then apply it to David. And then David is pierced to the 
heart and is able to accept the accusation of his sin and repent. 

Against this background, Jesus’ use of the hearing formula is not novel but 
in line with the Old Testament prophetic pattern. In the majority of Synoptic 
uses, the phrase “the one having ears, let him hear” and close variations (cf. 
Mt 13:9-17, 43, and the almost identical form in Mk 4:9, 23; Lk 8:8) is a 
direct development of Isaiah 6:9-10 and has the dual function of signifying 
that revelation in parables is intended to enlighten the genuine remnant but 
blind those who, though they confess outwardly to be part of the covenant 
community, are really unbelievers and idolatrous (Mt 7:15-23; cf. Mt 13:9-16 
and the use in conjunction with a parable in Lk 14:35; see also Mt 11:15 in 
connection with Isaianic prophecy).? 

Isaiah 6:9-10 is probably reflected in the repeated call to “hear” in the let- 
ters of Revelation 2—3. However, that the Matthew 13 background also lies 
behind the hearing formula in the letters of Revelation is apparent from the 
fact that the same wording is found in both the Matthean and the Johannine 
formulas.’ 

There is consensus that the repeated hearing formula in Revelation 2—3 is 
an allusion to the Synoptic formula, though commentators appear to assume 


Rebellious house,” which appears in Ezek 3:27; 12:2, occurs elsewhere in Ezekiel with reference 
to the rebellion of idolatry in Ezek 44:6 (literally, “the rebellious, the house of Israel”); cf. also Jer 
5:23. 

8For uses in the Apocrypha in connection with parables, see David E. Aune, “The Form and Func- 
tion of the Proclamations to the Seven Churches (Revelation 2-3),” NTS 36 (1990): 194. 

*C£. Mt 11:15; 13:9, 43; Lk 8:8 with Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22; note also the exact wording be- 
tween Mk 4:23 and Rev 13:9. Other expressions in the Gospels and Acts that are almost identical 
to the Revelation formulas are Mt 13:15, 16; Mk 4:9; Lk 14:35; Acts 28:27. 
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the validity of this rather than providing the analysis of the parallels I have 
cited. Some interpreters contend that Revelation 2—3 has lost sight of the 
way the phrase was used in the Synoptics, so that the formula has lost the idea 
of hardening or blinding that it had in the Synoptics.'? In addition, however, 
to other affinities of the letters to Matthew 13," the repetition of the hearing 
formula at the same concluding point in each of the letters suggests further 
that the phrase is not a mere early Christian stock-in-trade reflection of the 
Gospel expression but is utilized quite consciously, so that awareness of its 
Synoptic context is, at least, plausible.? Therefore, as in Isaiah 6 and the 
Synoptics, the formula refers to the fact that Christ’s message will enlighten 
some but blind others who have become anaesthetized by their idolatrous 
connections. 

Ezekiel 3:27 (“he who hears, let him hear”) is also probably in the back- 
ground, since its wording is not only most similar to the saying in both Mat- 
thew and Revelation, but only in Ezekiel 3:22-27 is this formula said to be the 
very words of the Spirit and of Yahweh, as well as of the human prophet, as 
in the Revelation formulas (where John writes, and yet what he writes is also 
presented as the words of Christ and the Spirit). The emphasis of the formula 
in the Ezekiel context is on Israel’s refusal to listen and consequent judgment, 
though the notion of a righteous remnant responding to the hearing exhorta- 
tion is included in the context (cf. Ezek 3:17-21; 9:4-8; 14:12-23). 

Now, however, the formula of Revelation is addressed to the church, which 
is the continuation of the true covenant community from the Old Testament. 
But like Israel, the church has also become compromising, spiritually lethar- 
gic and has entertained idolatrous allegiances, so that the parabolic method 
of revelation is instituted. The parables throughout the book not only have a 
judicial effect on the unbelieving but are meant also to shock believers caught 
up in the church’s compromising complacency by revealing to them the hor- 
rific, beastly nature of the idolatrous institutions with which they are begin- 
ning to associate and to resemble. As in Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jeremiah, John 
is addressing a covenant community, the majority of which is unfaithful and 


compromising in one way or another. 


10F.g., see Anne-Marit Enroth, “The Hearing Formula in the Book of Revelation,” NTS 36 (1990): 
598-608. 

See Beale, “Hearing Formula and the Visions of John in Revelation,” pp. 174-75. 

12S0 Louis A. Vos, The Synoptic Traditions in the Apocalypse (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1965), in loc. 
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It is true that the hearing formula is stated more positively (“he who has an 
ear, let him hear”) in Revelation than in Isaiah 6 (“make heavy their ears . . . 
lest . . . they hear with their ears”). Nevertheless, the positive formulation oc- 
curs also in Ezekiel 3 and Matthew 13 with awareness, as in Isaiah, that the 
majority would not respond positively, but only the authentic remnant would 
be able to *hear."? Whether or not John’s warning was met with the same 
negative response by the majority is not known. Nevertheless, since he stands 
squarely in the prophetic tradition of Isaiah, Ezekiel and Jesus in his use of 
the parables, we should not be overly optimistic about thinking that there 
was an overwhelmingly positive response (likewise, 2 Tim 1:15 pessimisti- 
cally narrates that “You are aware of the fact that all who are in Asia turned 
away from me [Paul]”). Just as the parables signaled imminent judgment for 
the majority of Israel in the past, so likewise the heavenly parables of John 
probably functioned for the majority of the church and the world. In this re- 
spect it is likely that John held a “remnant” concept as did the Old Testament 
prophets and Jesus. The hearing formula was one of the means by which he 
called out the remnant from among the compromising churches. 


AN EXAMPLE OF THE SHOCK-EFFECT FUNCTION OF THE 
APOCALYPTIC PARABLES ON DEAF IDOLATERS 


An example of the jarring role of the heavenly parables for the readership 
occurs in Revelation 2 and 17. In Revelation 2 Christ addresses a sinful situ- 
ation in which the Christians have become spiritually anaesthetized. The 
Christians in Thyatira may have thought it was wrong for “Jezebel” to teach 
a more lax morality and that it was religiously allowable to worship idols to- 
gether with Jesus (Rev 2:20): “But I have ¢/is against you, that you tolerate the 
woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and she teaches and leads My 
bond-servants astray so that they commit acts of immorality and eat things 
sacrificed to idols.” The idols she was teaching about were economic idols, as 


BEzek 3:27b was changed from an expression of nonrepentance (“and he who refuses, let him 
refuse") into a positive statement of repentance by the Targumist, who apparently could not resist 
altering such a negative exhortation: “let him who will refrain, let him refrain from sinning.” This 
conforms also to a general tendency in the early versions of Is 6:9-10, as well as to postbiblical 
Judaism's interpretation of the same Isaiah text, to soften the original Hebrew text by shifting the 
ultimate cause for the condition of hardening away from God to Israel (so Craig A. Evans, To See 
and Not Perceive: Isaiah 6.9-10 in Early Jewish and Christian Interpretation, JSO TSup 64 [Sheffield, 
U.K.: JSOT Press, 1989], p. 164); some rabbis even understood Is 6:9-10 to imply forgiveness 
(ibid., p. 145). 
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Baal was for the Israelites. Israel did not think they were denying Yahweh, 
but they also worshiped Baal for prosperity of the economy. It appears that, 
under Jezebel’s influence, they saw no inconsistency in doing this, since the 
nations around Israel also worshiped multiple gods. “Jezebel” was teaching 
something similar in the church of Thyatira, though in an updated Christian 
guise. 

The Thyatiran Christians, however, “tolerated” her teaching. Though 
they may have disagreed with her views, the church officials did not think 
her ideas destructive enough to discipline her and to disallow her from teach- 
ing any more within the church. 

John wants to shock the sluggish Christians so that they will discern the 
gravity of the situation. Therefore, in Revelation 17 John draws back the 
apocalyptic curtains in order that the church at Thyatira can see the spiritual 
reality of Jezebel. There John paints Jezebel in her “true colors.” For example, 
the phrase “they will eat her flesh” (tas sarkas autés phagontai) in Revelation 
17:16 is reminiscent of Jezebel’s destiny in 2 (4) Kings 9:36: they “will eat the 
flesh of Jezebel” (kataphagontai . . . tas sarkas Iezabel)."* Jezebel’s destruc- 
tion likewise happened according to the “word of the Lorp” (2 [4] Kings 
9:36), as is true of Babylon in Revelation 17:17.15 

Revelation 17:6-7 explicitly underscores the shock effect of the apocalyptic 
parables by narrating John's own reaction of alarm at the vision: "And I was 
astonished with great astonishment while beholding it [the vision]. And the 
angel said to me, ‘Why have you become astonished?” The angel's question 
is not merely about why the seer was amazed at the unusual vision. Rather, 
several ideas are evoked by the question. The same language of “amazement” 
in Daniel 4:172, 19a (Lxx) also expressed a fearful and troubled spirit about 
a vision of the judgment of the Babylonian king. The Aramaic expresses 


144 Kings is the Greek Old Testament equivalent to what we normally consider “2 Kings" in English 
Bibles. 

Philip Mauro, The Patmos Visions: A Study of the Apocalypse (Boston: Hamilton, 1925), p. 490, David 
C. Chilton, The Days of Vengeance (Fort Worth, Tex.: Dominion Press, 1987), p. 439, and Jean-Pierre 
Ruiz, Ezekiel in the Apocalypse: The Transformation of Prophetic Language in Revelation 16, 17-19,10, 
European University Studies series 23, vol. 376 (New York: Peter Lang, 1989), p. 367, see a connec- 
tion between the 4 Kings text and Rev 17:16. See Beale, Revelation, pp. 884-85, for discussion of 
Rev 17, where eleven additional parallels are drawn between the Harlot Babylon and Jezebel in 
1 and 2 Kings. 

Cf. Theod. of Dan. 4:16; cf. ethaumasa idön auten thauma mega (“I marvelled greatly") of Rev 17:6 
with Dan 4:17a, sphodra ethaumasa (“I marvelled exceedingly”), and 4:19a, megalos de ethaumasen 
(“he marvelled greatly”). 
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the idea of being “appalled” (cf. sémam in Dan 4:16 MT [= 4:19, Eng.]." 
In response to the horrific vision of Daniel 4, “Daniel . . . was appalled” and 
“his thoughts troubled him.” In Daniel the idea of “appalled” should be un- 
derstood in the sense of “shock and fear.” Likewise, John expresses fear about 
the nightmarish vision he has just seen concerning the horrible nature of the 
beast and woman, and their persecution. Perhaps part of what contributed 
to his troubled spirit was shock and fear over the blasphemous claims of the 
beast and the severe persecution envisioned. 

Also contributing to the seer’s shock may have been the parabolic por- 
trayal of Babylon in the guise of a religiously faithful figure. She was attired 
in Revelation 17:4 almost identically to the bride-city of Christ in Revelation 
21, who was “adorned with every kind of precious stone” (v. 19), pearls and 
gold (vv. 18-21), as well as having been “clothed in linen” (cf. Rev 18:16; 19:8). 
The fact that the linen is defined as the “righteous deeds of the saints” in 
Revelation 19:8 may have momentarily led John to think that the Babylonian 
woman was not all bad but had some attractive spiritual features. Enhancing 
such an impression may have been the fact that the high priest in the Old 
Testament is described also as adorned with “gold, purple, scarlet, linen, and 
[precious] stones,” which are likewise applied to the bridal city in Revelation 
21:18-21. 

On the other hand, the beast is “full of blasphemous names” (Rev 17:3), 
the cup in the woman’s hand is “full of abominations and the unclean things 
of her immorality” (Rev 17:4), she is called “the mother of harlots and of the 
abominations of the earth” (Rev 17:5), and the woman he saw was “drunk 
with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the witnesses of Jesus” 
(Rev 17:6). 

Consequently John, like the leaders in Thyatira, may have been temporar- 
ily captivated by what appeared, in part, to be a spiritually attractive figure 
and was blinded to the full, true, ungodly nature of the harlot. In fact, as we 
have seen, part of the depiction of the Babylonian woman is taken from the 
Old Testament portrayal of Jezebel (see Rev 17:16). Since Jezebel was the 
leader of or stood for the model of a party of false teachers in Revelation 2:20, 
the point in Revelation 17:6-7 is that even John is shocked to discover that 
the Jezebel party, which is passing itself off as a group of Christian teach- 


VC£. Steven Thompson, The Apocalypse and Semitic Syntax, SNTSMS 52 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1985), p. 12. 
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ers, is none other than pseudo-Christian; indeed, Jezebel is none other than 
Babylon in the midst of the church, who eventually will be judged along with 
persecutors from outside the church. Therefore, at least part of the prophet’s 
shock was the result of theological dissonance produced by the combination 
in one parabolic figure of sinful and apparently righteous features. 

The link between Babylon and Jezebel in Revelation 2 suggests that Je- 
zebel more precisely represents the apostate sector of the church through 
which the religious-economic system of the ungodly Greco-Roman (= Baby- 
lonian) society makes its incursions into the church and establishes a fifth 
columnist movement. Therefore, the point in Revelation 2:19-20 and follow- 
ing is this: as long as the church of Thyatira allows “Jezebel” to teach such 
things about idol worship within the confines of the church, the church itself 
is beginning to have spiritual intercourse with the devil’s whore and with the 
devilish beast himself, upon whose back she rides in chapter 17. She is the 
opposite of the pure woman of Revelation 12:1-2, who symbolizes the true 
people of God. John is saying to the Christians in Thyatira: “Oh, you want 
to tolerate this idolatrous teaching that you do not think is too bad—well, if 
you do, you are dealing with the devil himself, and you will be destroyed.” 
What they thought was insignificant compromise and sin was really a crack 
in their spiritual dikes that could have let through a flood of spiritual evil, 
overwhelming them (cf. Rev 12:15). 

The hearing formula occurs outside of the letters elsewhere in Revelation 
only in Revelation 13:9, where it has a function similar to that of Babylon/ 
Jezebel in Revelation 17: to shock the Christian readers into the reality that 
compromise with the ungodly state and economic system (= the beast) is equal 
to idolatry and to following the satanic dragon himself (cf. Rev 12:3; 13:1-18). 
Recall in this regard that the “beast” of Revelation (likely a symbol for the 
Roman state and all subsequent ungodly states) demanded worship. Remem- 
ber also that “Babylon the great” was called “the mother of harlots and of 
the abominations of the earth.” The harlot, Babylon the great, and worship- 
ing the beast are directly linked in Revelation 14:8-9, further highlighting 


18Tf the notions of “fearful” and “perplexed” are preferable over “admired,” then the verb thaumazo 
probably conveys a different notion in Rev 17:6-7 than in 17:8: John’s fearful and puzzled reaction 
in contrast to the ungodly world’s admiration for the beast in v. 8. The reason for the difference, 
despite close contextual ties between the uses, could lie in the former being an allusion to Dan 
4 and the latter not part of such an allusion; for further discussion of the thorny lexical issue see 


Beale, Revelation, pp. 861-63. 
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her idolatrous nature. Harlot, against its Old Testament background refers to 
people, primarily those who confess to be the people of God (chaps. 3 and 
8), having spiritual intercourse with false gods instead of the true God.” 
Likewise, the dominant use of the word abominations in the Old Testament 
refers to the practice of idolatry.?? All of this enforces the notion that the false 
teaching in Thyatira was about compromise with idolatry, and in fact this is 
a central, if not the central, problem that John sees facing the churches in 
Asia Minor. 

John uses metaphorical language because it communicates on both cogni- 
tive and emotive levels, which has more potential to jar people so that they 
can refocus on the cognitive and perceive better the reality of their dangerous 
idolatrous situation. Similarly, in addition to knowing that there was signifi- 
cant suffering in Nazi concentration camps, if Christians in Germany could 
have seen pictures of what was really occurring, they might have been moved 
to react against this reality more than they did. It is one thing to hear ab- 
stract explanations about the devastation resulting from the atomic bombs 
dropped on Japan in World War II, but quite another to see actual pictures of 
this devastation. Pictorial representation makes a greater impact than mere 
abstract communication, and this is one of the reasons that it is used in the 
Apocalypse. Such parabolic communication is needed to shock people out of 
their idolatrous liaisons through which they are becoming anaesthetized. 


THE HEARING FORMULA AND IDOLATRY IN THE LIGHT OF THE 
THEOLOGICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE OLD TESTAMENT AND 
GOSPEL BACKGROUND 


The preceding study suggests that the symbolic visions of Revelation 4—21 
are parabolic portrayals of the more abstract, propositionally expressed ex- 
hortations, warnings and promises of the letters, so that the latter interpret 
the former and vice versa. This thesis finds corroboration in the visions of 
trumpets and bowls being modeled, not coincidentally, on the exodus plague 
signs, which functioned originally to harden Pharaoh (held to be the incar- 


PE.g., see Ezek 6:9; 23:30; Hos 4:17-18 for the combination of the phrase they (Israel) “played the 
harlot" and explaining this as worshiping "idols." 

See, e.g., Ezek 6:9, which says that Israel “played the harlot after their idols,” and their idolatry 
there is also called “abominations.” Among the many uses of abominations to refer to idols, for 
some of the most explicit see Deut 29:17 (MT - 29:16); 32:16; 2 Kings 23:24; 2 Chron 28:3; 
33:2-3; 36:14; Is 66:3; Jer 13:27; 16:18; Ezek 5:11; 6:9; 7:20; 11:18, 21; 14:6. 
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nation of the sun god) and the idolatrous Egyptians (e.g., see Ex 12:12) and 
also conveyed revelation and salvation to Israel. This model is now applied to 
the church and the world, which dovetails with our suggested use of Christ’s 
parabolic “hearing” formula. Therefore, there is a theological reason for the 
presence of so much symbolic communication in Revelation. 

Recalling that the hearing formula is rooted ultimately in Isaiah 6:9-10 
helps explain why it is used in a context of compromise with idols. Just as 
idols have eyes but cannot see and ears but cannot hear, so Isaiah 6:9-10 
describes apostate Israelites likewise to indicate figuratively that they had 
come to resemble spiritually what they had revered (so also Ps 115:4-8; 
135:15-18). They had become as spiritually lifeless as their idols. In fact, the 
overwhelming Old Testament use of the basic phraseology “having ears, 
but not hearing” refers to unrepentant members of the covenant commu- 
nity who had become as spiritually lifeless as the idols they had insisted on 
continuing to worship.?! 

Though all seven churches have not yet capitulated to the idols of the cul- 
ture, some are in the process of doing so, while others are facing the tempta- 
tion. Therefore, the hearing formula is suitably addressed to the churches in 
the midst of this idolatrous atmosphere in order to warn them not to become 
identified with the idols and the mores of the surrounding idolatrous culture. 
In this light, "hearing" refers figuratively to perceiving truth and desiring to 
respond in obedience to it (cf. Rev 1:3; 22:17; Ezek 44:5 and Sipre Deuter- 
onomy, Piska 335). 

The repeated hearing formulas underscore the Spirit's exhortation that the 
churches be loyal to their sovereign Lord despite temptations to compromise 
by participating in idolatry and despite threats of persecution for those refus- 
ing to compromise. And this is a major theme of the letters as a whole, as 
well as of the entire book. The readers are to express their loyalty by means 
of being faithful witnesses to Christ, which necessitates no compromise with 
idolatry. John's strategy to move the readers to this ethical-theological goal is 
to address them through the medium of prophetic parabolic communication. 
Such a medium had already been used by the Old Testament prophets and 
by Jesus to move the remnant in Israel away from its idolatry and self-serving 


?!For the full exegetical argument for this in Is 6 and elsewhere in the Old Testament see chap. 
2 and Beale, “Isaiah VI 9-13: A Retributive Taunt Against Idolatry”; c£. Evans, To See and Not 
Perceive, pp. 17-80. 
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economic sin, which may suggest that John also held to a remnant theology. 
And just as parables signaled imminent judgment for the majority of Israel in 
the past, so likewise the apocalyptic parables of Revelation function for the 
majority of the church and the world. Nevertheless, it is important to keep 
in mind that the hearing formula is an exhortation, conveying both notions 
of salvation and judgment. Consequently, the formula indicates that a sig- 
nificant purpose of the letters is to anticipate the symbolic communication of 
Revelation 4—21, which was aimed to address the situation of idolatry. 


THE HEARING FORMULA AND BECOMING LIKE THE IDOLS 
THAT ARE WORSHIPED 


Revelation 13. One of the clearest chapters about idolatry in the book of Rev- 
elation is chapter 13. There, for the eighth and last time the hearing exhorta- 
tion occurs: “If anyone has an ear, let him hear" (v. 9). The exhortation is a 
warning against worshiping the beast (vv. 1-8), who is an individual and also 
represents the ungodly governmental power of the world (in John’s time this 
power was Rome). Of course, to be loyal to Rome, one had not only to be po- 
litically loyal but also worship Caesar as a god. Such similar idolatrous state 
powers will come and go until Christ’s final return. The idolatrous nature of 
the beast in verses 1-8 is explicit: “the whole earth was amazed and followed 
after the beast; . . . and they worshiped the beast” (vv. 3-4; also 8). 

Revelation 13:11-17 speaks about a second “beast” who “exercises all the 
authority of the first beast... . And he makes the earth and those who dwell 
in it to worship the first beast” (v. 12). At the time, this probably referred to 
local Asia Minor authorities that were subservient to Rome and carried out 
the authority of Rome in its eastern provinces.? Lack of political and reli- 
gious loyalty to Rome would mean economic sanctions against the disobedi- 
ent, including sometimes even capital punishment, as Revelation 13:15-17 
makes clear. But chapter 13 is not merely related to the first century, it is 
relaying information about what is true of idolatrous state power that will 
exist until the final end of history.? At the end of verses 11-18, there is again 
another warning to Christians like the “hearing” warning of verse 9: “Here 
is wisdom. Let him who has understanding" discern the idolatrous nature of 
the beast (v. 18). 


?2See Rev 13:11-17 in Beale, Revelation. 
BSee discussion of Beale, Revelation, pp. 694-730. 
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Those who are idol worshipers in chapter 13 are repeatedly referred to as 
"the ones dwelling upon the earth /hoi katoikountes epi tes gés]” (vv. 8, 14 
x 2; almost identically v. 12). T'his formula appears throughout Revelation 
as a description not of Christians but only of unbelieving idol worshipers 
(so also Rev 8:13 [cf. 9:20]; 14:6-9; 17:2, 8, and the same formula appears in 
Rev 3:10; 6:10; 11:10 to refer to unbelievers, who, in the light of the other 
seven uses, are also presumed to be those who revere substitute images for 
the true God). This expression is reserved for such people because they can- 
not look beyond this earth for their security, which means that they trust in 
some part of the creation instead of the Creator for their ultimate welfare. 
Thus people are called "earth dwellers" because this expresses the object of 
their trust and perhaps of their very being, in that they have become part 
of the earthly system in which they find security—they have become like 
it. Because they commit themselves to some aspect of the earth, they be- 
come earthy and come to be known as "earth dwellers." Christians instead 
are exiles in a foreign land and are those who are told "to come out of her 
[Babylon]," the ungodly earthly system, since their ultimate home is in the 
coming new cosmos. Believers are "strangers and exiles on the earth," not 
trusting in the present old earth but "they desire a better home, that is a 
heavenly one,” since God has “prepared a city for them,” for which they wait 
(Heb 11:13-16). Thus "the ones dwelling on the earth" in Revelation have 
their ultimate identity with the old earth that they adore, while believers 
have their ultimate identity with the God of the coming new cosmos, the 
God in whom is their ultimate trust. 

The idolaters' identity with their idol, the world, is heightened by the por- 
trayal of them receiving “a mark on their right hand or on their forehead" (Rev 
13:16), which is explained to be "the name of the beast or the number of his 
name" (v. 17). Since the name on the true believer is invisible (Rev 14:1), so is 
the “mark” on the unbeliever. That the two are of a parallel spiritual nature and 
intended to be compared is evident from the immediately following mention of 
God and Christ's name, “having been written on the foreheads” of the saints 
(Rev 14:1). Those who have believed in Jesus have been identified with him 
and are protected against ultimate deception by the power of his name, which 
is none other than his very presence with them (as Rev 22:4 makes explicit). 
Their refusal to identify with the beast will result in suffering and even death, 
but they will have the ultimate reward of eternal life (so Rev 20:4). 
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Those not trusting in Christ are identified with the beast, lie under the 
devil’s power, are unable to prevent themselves from being deceived by the 
beast (see further on Rev 13:3-8) and will suffer perdition with the beast (cf. 
Rev 14:9-11; 17:11; 19:19-20; 21:8). While identification with the beast gives 
them temporary prosperity in this life, they are punished ultimately with 
eternal death (see Rev 14:9-11).*4 That the mark of the name is figurative 
and not literal is evident from the beast who has written "upon its heads blas- 
phemous names,” which figuratively connote false claims to earthly, divine 
kingship (see Rev 13:1).?? Likewise, the point of saying that the worshipers of 
the beast have his name written on their heads is to underscore the fact that 
they are not only identified with him but also pay homage to his blasphemous 
claims to divine kingship. 

In the Old Testament, God told Israel that the Torah was to “be for a sign 
on your hand, and as a reminder on your forehead” in order to remind them 
continually of their commitment and loyalty to God (Ex 13:9; so also Ex 
13:16; Deut 6:8; 11:18). These were phylacteries (leather pouches) containing 
portions of Scripture worn on the forehead and arm. The New Testament 
equivalent is the invisible seal or name of God (see on Rev 7:2-8).?° The 
forehead represents their ideological commitment and the hand the practical 
outworking of that commitment. Likewise, as a travesty of the signs of mem- 
bership in the Old Testament community of faith, the beast’s marks on the 
foreheads and the hands of the worshipers refers to their loyal, consistent and 
wholehearted commitment to him and hence identification with him. 

Similarly, we have seen that one Jewish interpretation of the golden calf 
incident at Mount Sinai affirmed that after Moses smashed the calf image, 
“whoever had an object of gold there, a mark came out on his face,” thus identifying 
the real idolaters (7. Ps.-/. Ex 32:20). Consequently, Moses commanded the 
Levites to slay the idolaters, who were to be discerned by observing “the people 
who bad the mark on their faces" (Tg. Ps.-J. Ex 32:28). The rabbis speculate 
about how it was that the idolaters could be identified as such among the rest 
of the Israelites who had not worshiped the golden calf, but that is irrelevant 
for the present purposes.” Perhaps not coincidentally, both the mark in the 


?^See further discussion on Rev 14:9-11 in Beale, Revelation. 
>See further discussion on Rev 13:1 in Beale, Revelation. 
?6See further discussion on Rev 7:2-8 in Beale, Revelation. 


?7We saw in chap. 5 that one rabbinic interpretation understood that the reason that Moses threw 
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Targum account and in Revelation 13 is the mark of the idol of a beast, re- 
spectively of a calf and a beastly symbol for the evil, persecuting state, which 
in John's time was Rome.?* Also in Revelation 13 those who do not have the 
mark and who do not compromise with idolatry are killed, while those who 
have it are spared because of their worship of the beast and willingness to 
be identified with his mark and name; on the other hand, the ones with the 
mark on their forehead in the Targum of Exodus 32 are killed. 

It is hard to know how much of either of these Old Testament and Jew- 
ish backgrounds are in mind, but at least they may have provided the soil 
from which the idea of the mark in Revelation 13 could have grown and is to 
be better understood. This is especially probable to some degree in the case 
of the Pentateuchal references to the Torah being "for a sign" on the hand 
and forehead. What may point further to an echo of the Exodus golden calf 
narrative is recognizing that the idol worshipers of the beast praise him by 
saying, "Who is like the beast?" This is an intensely blasphemous expres- 
sion, since this phraseology is repeatedly attributed only to God in the Old 
Testament, and its first occurrences appear in the early chapters of the book 
of Exodus itself (Ex 8:10; 15:11; cf. Ex 9:14).?? These are the first clear refer- 
ences to idolatry in Exodus, after which the calf idolatry is narrated as the 
next reference to idol worship in the book. Strikingly, in Exodus, as well as 
in the other repetitions of the incomparability expression, Yahweh's incom- 
parability is contrasted polemically with false gods and idols.?? This further 
highlights the irony of its application to the beast in Revelation 13 as a kind 
of super-idol. 

In addition to indicating identification with and commitment to the beast, 
the mark may also connote that the followers of Christ and of the beast both 


the powder of the destroyed golden calf into the water was to force the Israelites to drink it. Ac- 
cordingly, the water apparently would produce a mark on only those who had worshiped the idol, 
perhaps in a way similar that the bitter water ritual caused illness in the woman guilty of adultery, 
though leaving the one innocent unaffected. 

8Interestingly, subsequent Jewish tradition saw a causative link between the time that Jeroboam 
set up the two golden calves in Bethel and the very beginning of the establishment of Rome, pre- 
sumably because both were idolatrous (see Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1968), 4:129, and ibid., 6:280. 

?9See also latter Old Testament books: Deut 3:24; Is 40:18, 25; 44:7; 46:5; Ps 35:10; 71:19; 86:8; 
89:8; 113:5; Mic 7:18. 

Casper J. Labuschagne, The Incomparability of Yahweh in the Old Testament, Pretoria Oriental Se- 
ries 5 (Leiden: Brill, 1966). 
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are stamped with the image (= character) of their respective leader.?! Likewise, 
I observed in chapter five that the mark of the golden calf on the idolaters’ face 
was a part of a larger Jewish interpretive tradition that understood that the 
golden calf worshipers had become like the calf that they were worshiping. 

But regardless of whether or not such a background about the golden calf 
is in mind, there is another Old Testament idea that probably is in view. 
When someone in the Old Testament era or ancient world gave a name to an- 
other person or thing, it meant that they possessed that person or thing. Or to 
know someone’s name, especially that of God, often meant entering into an 
intimate relationship with that person and sharing in that person’s character 
or power. To be given a “new name” (as in Rev 2:17; 3:12) was an indication of 
a new status. And when God’s name was applied to a place in the Old Testa- 
ment (e.g., the temple), it often indicated that his presence was there.” 

Therefore, part of the meaning that Christians have God and Christ's 
name on their forehead is that they share in the presence, likeness and char- 
acter of God and his Messiah, as a consequence of committing themselves to 
them. That is, what they have revered, they have come to resemble, and that 
resemblance will restore them finally into the new cosmos. Conversely, unbe- 
lieving idol worshipers have the beast's name on their head, which symbolizes 
that they share in the unspiritual presence and character of the devil and his 
earthly representatives. T'hey have devoted themselves to the beast and so 
have themselves become beastly, which is part of the consequence of being 
identified with the name of the beast. In fact, the reason that the ungodly, 
satanic, earthly powers of the state are called beasts in Revelation, and in the 
Old Testament, is to indicate that such rulers have so perverted the Genesis 
1:26-28 commission—to reflect God's image and to rule over the beasts— 
that they have instead given themselves over to serving the earthly, beastly 
creation instead of the Creator.? Consequently, they have come to be identi- 
fied with the creation instead of the Creator, and so are suitably themselves 
called *beasts." 


31For charagma meaning, not only “mark” or “stamp” but also “image,” see BAGD, p. 876. 

Y For these associations of “name” see, for example, Hans Bietenhardt,“Ovoya” in TDNT 5,: 253- 
58, 277; Walther Eichrodt, Theology of tbe Old Testament II (London: SCM, 1967), 2:40-45, 310- 
11; Edmond Jacob, The Theology of the Old Testament (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1958), pp. 
82-85; A. Johnson, “Revelation,” in EBC 12 (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981), p. 442. 

33E.g., see Dan 4; 7; Ezek 31, all of which indicate that there has been a parody of Adam by those 


who have attempted to fulfill Adam’s commission in their beastly dispositions. 
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Thus the conclusion about the name connoting identification with ei- 
ther Christ (or God) or the beast entails specifically identification with the 
presence of and likeness to the character of the one worshiped. This is also 
pointed to by observing that the “new name” of Revelation 2:17 is an allusion 
to the prophecy of Isaiah 62:2 and 65:15 (Lxx) about Israel’s new standing in 
the future (cf. kaleo [“to call”] + onoma sou to kainon |“new name"] in both 
texts; cf. perhaps Is 56:5).?* The saints of Israel are referred to figuratively (by 
metonymy) as Jerusalem, which “will be called by a new name" (not differ- 
ent, personal new names!). There the “new name" designates Israel's future 
kingly status (Is 62:3), restoration to Yahweh's covenantal presence (Is 62:4; 
cf. the same significance for "name" in Is 56:4-8; 65:15-19) and emphasizes 
its new “married” relationship with the Lord with whom they have “become 
one" and reflect their divine husband's attributes (Is 62:1-3). Human mar- 
riage was but a pointer to this end-time marriage relationship (cf. Is 62:4-5, 
which also refers to Israel as a “bride” and God as the “bridegroom”; see 
also Eph 5:28-33). The promised blessings of this prophecy will be fulfilled 
among those in the church, the latter-day Israel, who do not compromise by 
entering into idolatrous allegiances. Isaiah’s prophecy of Israel’s restoration 
to God’s latter-day presence lies as the substratum also for all the other refer- 
ences in Revelation to the believers’ “name” (Rev 3:12; 14:1; 22:4) and God’s 
or Christ’s “name” (Rev 3:12; 22:4, as well as Rev 19:12-13, 16). 

Hence, marriage and taking on the name of a husband becomes a picture 
for Christians who commit themselves to the Lord and consequently become 
one with him and share in his character. This is most likely why the church is 
referred to as the “bride” of Christ (Rev 19:7-8; 21:2). And perhaps together 
with this, the notion that those who inherit the “things” of the new cosmos 
“will be my [God’s] son” may also imply the likeness of the saints to God, 
since children reflect their parents, both physically and in character. Indeed, 
it has been observed that the concept of “sonship” in Genesis 1:26-28 (in con- 
nection to Gen 5:1-3) essentially entails likeness of the son to the human or 
divine parent. This implication of sonship is not irrelevant to our purposes, 
since part of the final vision of Revelation 21:1—22:5 is to envision a reca- 
pitulation of the conditions of the Genesis 1—2 Eden (see Rev 22:1-5), which 
is concerned about likeness of God’s servants to himself. 


34See also Ernst W. Hengstenberg, The Revelation of St. John (New York: R. Carter, 1853), 1:190. 
>See my tentatively titled New Testament Biblical Theology to be published by Baker. 
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The consummation of the believer’s marital and sonship commitment 
and identification occurs in the new cosmos, as Revelation 22:4 underscores: 
“they shall see His face, and His name will be on their foreheads.” This shows 
that in the final, eternal state, being identified with God’s name means shar- 
ing in his intimate presence, and thus his character. Therefore, at the end of 
time the righteous “will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is” 
(1 Jn 3:2; cf. Job 19:25-27; Ps 17:15; Mt 5:8; 1 Cor 13:12), a process which has 
already begun (2 Cor 3:18).*° They will reflect the light of his presence and 
character: “The Lord God will illumine them" (Rev 22:5), so that the bride 
will have "the glory of God" and reflect it like a luminary or star reflects the 
sun (Rev 21:2, 10-11). 

In the old cosmos God's presence was primarily located in the temple of 
Israel, and it is primarily in heaven during the postresurrection era. In the 
old eon Christians had access to the Spirit's presence, but the eschatological 
fullness of Father, Son and Holy Spirit was not yet revealed to them. Now in 
Revelation 22:4, the divine presence permeates the eternal temple and dwell- 
ing place of the saints, since "they will see his face," a hope expressed by 
Old Testament saints (Ps 11:4-7; 27:4; 4 Ezra 7:98; cf. Ps 42:2; T: Zeb. 9:8). 
It is beyond coincidence that God's name was written on the high priest's 
forehead in the Old Testament. In the future, the whole community of the 
redeemed are considered as high priests serving in the temple and privileged 
to see God's face in the new holy of holies, which will encompass the entire 
temple city,?7 which actually will be the whole new creation. The mention in 
Revelation 21:19-20 of the variously colored high priest's jewels underscores 
that part of the function of the priest's clothing was to reflect the divine glory 
in the tabernacle.?? Just as the close proximity of the high priest to the divine 
glory in the holy of holies enabled the twelve precious stones on his breast 
piece to shine and reflect that glory (so see Ex 28 and cf. Is 54:11-12),*” so 
all believers will stand so close to God in the eternal new cosmos that they 
will perfectly reflect his glory. (The purpose of the precious stones to reflect 


“Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), p. 388. 

37See further Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Priester für Gott. Studien zum Herrschafts-und Priester- 
motiv in der Apokalypse (Münster: Aschendorff, 1972), pp. 375-89; whether this refers to God or 
the Lamb is unclear, but the godly will be in the presence of both (on the third person pronoun see 
on Rev 22:3 in Beale, Revelation, p. 1113). 

38See Beale, Revelation, in loc. 


See esp. Ex 28:2, “you will make holy apparel for Aaron your brother, for honor and glory.” 
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God’s glory has already been anticipated in Rev 4:3, 9-11, where the latter 
passage interprets v. 3 as part of what contributes to God's glory in vv. 2-6; 
the likely direct link in Rev 21:11 between "the glory of God" and *Her bril- 
liance [luminary] was like a costly stone, as a stone of crystal-clear jasper" is 
that the latter reflects the former.) 

In antithetical parallelism, unbelievers are so committed to their earthly 
idol that they reflect its unspiritual nature and character. Regardless of what- 
ever precise historical identifications could be given of the unbeliever's mark, 
the primary focus is on spiritual identification with the satanic beast.*° Thus 
the idolaters’ identification with their object of worship is not only that they 
lie under the power of the beast and will participate in his destructive destiny, 
but they also share in his character—they become like the beast, devoid of the 
Spirit and bent on being against God's will. This is also suggested in Revela- 
tion 14:9, 11, where worshiping "the beast and his image" is directly linked 
with "receiving a mark on his forehead or upon his hand." Consequently, 
worship of the idol causes the idolater to become identified with the idol and 
its unspiritual character, which is demonic (recalling Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37; 
1 Cor 10:20; Rev 9:20). 

The identification of the beast and his followers with "666" in Revelation 
13:18 indicates the old, imperfect earthly character. This is not the place 
to present all the identifications and interpretations of the number 666, but 
what I have concluded elsewhere as the most plausible approach will be laid 
out here in terms of how it bears upon the present discussion." That the 
number is not some literal number of someone's name is apparent from the 
earlier observation that the saints with Christ's and God's name "having been 
written on their forehead" in the immediately following vision is intended as 
the contrast to 666 in Revelation 13:18. Since the former clearly pertains to 
spiritual realities, so likely is this the focus with the latter. 

The number 7 refers to completeness and is repeated throughout the book.” 
However, 666 appears only in Revelation 13:18. This suggests that the triple 
six is intended as a contrast with the divine sevens throughout the book and 
signifies incompleteness and imperfection. Furthermore, if the number of 


“Tt is possible that the mark could include reference to some kind of documentation needed by 
people to prove they had paid the necessary homage, without which they would become economi- 
cally disadvantaged. However, there is no contemporary evidence for such documentation. 

“Beale, Revelation, in loc. 


“On this figurative significance of “seven” in Revelation, see Beale, Revelation, pp. 58-62. 
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144,000 saints in the following verse has the figurative force of signifying 
the complete number of God’s people (see Rev 14:1), then the intentional 
contrast with the 666 in the preceding verse would refer to the beast and his 
people as inherently incomplete. This idea of the number six is enhanced by 
observing that the sixth seal, trumpet and bowl all picture judgment of the 
beast’s followers. The seventh in each series pictures the consummation of 
the judgments. These three series of seals, trumpets and bowls are incomplete 
without the seventh.? 

The number three in the Bible signifies completeness, as, for example, is 
expressed by the completeness of the Godhead in Revelation 1:4-5, which 
is parodied by the dragon, beast and false prophet in Revelation 13 (and in 
Rev 16:13).^* Therefore, the repetition of six three times indicates the com- 
pleteness of sinful incompleteness found in the beast. The beast epitomizes 
imperfection, while appearing to achieve divine perfection. Three sixes are 
a parody of the divine Trinity of three sevens. That is, though the beast at- 
tempts to mimic God, Christ and the prophetic Spirit of truth (cf. Rev 19:10), 
he falls short of succeeding. He cannot successfully complete his attempts 
perfectly to image God and exalt himself above God. The reason for using 
sixes instead of sevens to describe the beast in Rev 13:18 is because of the re- 
peated emphasis in verses 3-14 on the beast as a counterfeit Christ or prophet. 
Though the satanic beasts appear to imitate successfully the truth in their at- 
tempts to deceive, they remain thoroughly evil on the inside and fall far short 
of the divine character they are mimicking. So also their followers become 
evil and fall short of the divine character but imitate the satanic character of 
those they revere. 

The phrase in Revelation 13:18 arithmos gar anthropou estin can be trans- 
lated in an individual sense as “for it is a number of a (specific) man” or, bet- 
ter, generically as “for it is a number of humanity (or as men have)."^ The ge- 
neric rendering is favored by the closest parallel in Revelation 21:17, which is 
generic: the measurement of the wall in the new Jerusalem was “one hundred 


and forty-four cubits, [according to] buman measurement [metron anthropou], 


5M. Eugene Boring, Revelation (Louisville: John Knox, 1989), pp. 162-63. 

“Cf. further Joel F. Drinkard, “Numbers,” in Harper's Bible Dictionary, ed. Paul J. Achtemeier (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1985), pp. 711-12. 

^Cf. G. Mussies, The Morphology of Koine Greek as Used in the Apoc. of St. John. A Study in Bilingual- 
ism, Supplements to Novum Testamentum 27 (London: Brill, 1971), p. 82, who notes that both 
renderings are possible. 
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which is [a measurement used] by the angel.” Thus the number in Revela- 
tion 13:18 is that of incomplete humanity apart from Christ. The beast is the 
supreme representative of unregenerate humanity, separated from God and 
unable to achieve divine likeness but always trying. Humanity was created on 
the sixth day, but without the seventh day of rest Adam and Eve would have 
been imperfect and incomplete, a rest they never fully inherited. The triple 
six emphasizes that the beast and his followers fall short of God’s creative 
purposes for humanity. 

If John’s readers have spiritual perception, then they will remain faith- 
ful to Christ, resist idolatry of the earth, of the imperfect beast, and “come 
off victorious from the beast and from his image and from the number of 
his name” (Rev 15:2). Identifying with the beast by worshiping his image is 
to identify with his imperfect nature and resemble his incomplete and evil 
likeness, which is symbolized by the triple six. Such identification with the 
beastly idol will lead to their ruin, which Revelation 14 makes clear: 


?Then another angel, a third one, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If 
anyone worships the beast and his image, and receives a mark on his forehead 
or on his hand, “he also will drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is 
mixed in full strength in the cup of His anger; and he will be tormented with 
fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the 
Lamb. !!And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever; they have 
no rest day and night, those who worship the beast and his image, and whoever 
receives the mark of his name.” (Rev 14:9-11) 


Not to identify with the beast is “to come off victorious” from his deceptive 
influence. Consequently, the victory in Revelation 15:2 must not be understood 
as winning a game by solving a riddle through intellectual cleverness of figur- 
ing out what ruler’s or king’s name can be literally computed to be *666 "6 

Those who do not heed the exhortation “If anyone has an ear, let him 
hear” demonstrate that though they have physical ears, they cannot spiritu- 
ally hear, just like their idols who are devoid of the Spirit and, in fact, are 
filled with unspiritual demonic beings, who desire to bring unknowing hu- 
mans into conformity with their lifeless nature. Those who really listen to the 
exhortation demonstrate that they are among those who truly maintain “the 


46Despite the fact that the Nes and js render Rev 13:18 in a manner approaching such a perspective: 
e.g., the JB has "There is need for shrewdness here; if anyone is clever enough he may interpret the 
number of the beast.” 
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perseverance of the saints” and “who keep the commandments of God and 
their faith in Jesus” (Rev 14:12). 

Revelation 9. The demonic nature of the idols as the transforming influ- 
ence on the idol worshipers is apparent from Revelation 9:20-21.4” 


The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of 
the works of their hands, so as not to worship demons, and the idols of gold 
and of silver and of brass and of stone and of wood, which can neither see nor 
hear nor walk; and they did not repent of their murders nor of their sorceries 


nor of their immorality nor of their thefts. 


At the least, for the majority of the rest of the wicked the plagues of Revela- 
tion 9:17-19 served as warnings, which were not intended to have a redeeming 
but a penal effect. But more than this, they are likely affected by the actual 
torment of the tails of the demonic beings (vv. 17-19), which was not lethal 
(see v. 19). That is, the demons bring physical death on many whom they have 
held in a condition of deception, while tormenting and keeping the remainder 
in such a state. The purpose of “warning” the remainder of unbelievers is not 
that it would accomplish actual repentance among the majority, since they 
didn’t have it in them to repent. Rather, the theological purpose is that God, 
by providing sufficient opportunities for spiritual reform, should demonstrate 
his sovereignty and, especially, his justice in finally judging the entire host of 
unsealed people at the seventh trumpet (i.e., the final judgment). 

The remainder of verse 20 together with verse 21 explains from what the 
ungodly did not repent. First, they did not repent from idolatry: “from the 
work of their hands.” The typical Old Testament list of idols according to 
their material essence is stated (so Deut 4:28; Ps 115:4-7; 135:15-17; Dan 5:4, 
23). The list most echoes Daniel 5:4, 23. There a verdict is announced against 
the Babylonian king because he did not heed the warning about judgment 
carried out against his father. Instead, he continued to “praise” the idols. The 
same unchanging, nonrepentant attitude is reflected in Revelation 9:20. 

However, the catalog of sins is prefaced by a summary of the idols’ spiri- 
tual essence: behind the idols are demonic forces (as also revealed in Deut 
32:17 [Lxx]; Ps 95:5 [Lxx]; Ps 106:36-37; Jud. 11:4; 1 Enoch 19:1; 99:6-7; 
1 Cor 10:20). Indeed, if the horrible creatures of Revelation 9:17-19 are de- 
monic beings, which is likely, then they would do their utmost to prevent the 


‘7For discussion of the broader context of this section, see Beale, Revelation, pp. 505-20. 
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idolaters from repenting of their idolatry, since this would mean the demons 
would lose their allegiance and control over them. Idols are one of the main 
instruments used by the forces of darkness to keep people in darkness. 

The coined Old Testament list of idols includes interpretive comment on 
their lifeless nature, which is also included here: the idols are not able to “see 
nor hear nor walk" (so also Wis 15:15-17; Sib. Or. 5:78-85; Ep Jer 4—73). 
Faith in idols is vain because nothing is behind the idol itself (1 Cor 8:4) ex- 
cept demons who use them to deceive. Part of the Old Testament judgment of 
idolaters is that they ironically reflect the unspiritual and lifeless image of the 
idols, so that they likewise are spiritually not able to “see nor hear nor walk"; 
in this manner Psalm 115:8 and 135:18, which are echoed in the second part 
of Revelation 9:20, conclude their idolatry lists with, “Those who make them 
will become like them, everyone who trusts in them.” (We have already seen 
the pattern in Is 6, as well as throughout Isaiah, and elsewhere in the Old 
Testament [see chaps. 2-4].) The hearing formula of Revelation (“he who has 
ears, let him hear”) derives not only from Matthew 13 but also from Ezekiel 
3:27 (“he who hears, let him hear”) and related texts, which themselves are 
based on Isaiah 6:10 and Jeremiah 5:21. And, as we have also observed, these 
Old Testament texts express the notion that idol worshipers become like their 
idols. 

Thus Revelation 9:20-21 may implicitly express the manner by which 
the demons anesthetize the idolatrous unbelievers with spiritual ignorance 
and insensitivity, that is, through influencing them to worship idols, since 
the idols are the main means by which demons exercised their influence. 
Therefore, part of the demonic harm noted in Revelation 9:19 (“their tails 
are like serpents and have heads, and with them they do harm”) includes 
deceiving people to participate in idolatry. The hardening influence of the 
demons causes them to be insensitive to divine warnings and to refuse to 
repent of their idolatry, even when warned by the miserable deaths of their 
fellow idolaters. 

According to Revelation 9:21, the idol worshipers not only did not repent 
of their idolatry but they did not repent from their other evil deeds: “they did 
not repent of their murders nor of their sorceries nor of their immorality nor 
of their thefts.” The list of sins in verse 21 is not meant to be separated from 
the context of idolatry. The Ten Commandments may have inspired the list, 
since there idolatry is first mentioned followed by three of the four sins also 
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cited here (as most commentators observe). These vices are associated with 
a context of idol worship in the Old Testament, early Judaism, and the New 
Testament (e.g., Jer 7:5-11[!]; Hos 3:1—4:2; 2 Kings 9:22; Is 47:9-10; 48:5; 
Mic 5:12—6:8; Nah 1:14; 3:1-4; Wis 12:3-6; Acts 15:20; Rom 1:24-29; Gal 
5:20; Eph 5:5; Col 3:5). The same vices are linked to idolatry in the Apoca- 
lypse (see on Rev 2:14, 20-22, with respect to “immorality” [porneia]; see also 
Rev 21:8; 22:15). Such sins either form part of the activities involved in idola- 
try or they actually become acts of idolatry themselves. Indeed, idolatry is the 
root sin responsible for these other vices (Wis 14:22-29; Rom 1:18-32). 

The majority of the uses of repent (metanoeo) are in chapters 2-3 (7x), the 
remaining occurrences being in Revelation 9:20-21; 16:9, 11. The prevailing 
problem in the letters from which the readers were to repent was compromise 
with pagan culture, especially idolatry (e.g., see Rev 2:6, 9-10, 13-15, 20- 
22; 3:4). The repetition of repent in Revelation 9:20-21 could be linked with 
repentance in the letters, especially Revelation 2:21-23, where the word oc- 
curs three times as a challenge to repent from idolatry, which is synonymous 
with fornication (porneia). There also occurs the only explicit statement in 
the letters of “not repenting,” the penalty for which is “death.” Of additional 
significance is that Jezebel’s false teaching about compromise with idols (Rev 
2:20) is labeled “the deep things of Satan" (v. 24), which indicates that behind 
the idols were dangerous demons under the lordship of Satan himself. Part of 
the essential content of the corrupt teaching was that it was permissible for 
a Christian to “know the deep things of Satan,” a phrase used by the false 
teachers. This expression implies the view that it was possible for Christians 
to participate to some degree in idolatrous situations and, therefore, to have 
experience with the demonic-satanic realm and yet not be harmed spiritually 
by such participation.“ If there is this link between idolatry in the letters (and 
especially idols and demons in Rev 2) and chapter 9, the point would be that 
there are many in the churches who will not repent from their compromising 
attitude toward the idolatrous culture. ‘The warning to the indecisive is that 
horrible demons stand behind the idols they are tempted to worship. They 
are to know that idols are the tools employed by demons to keep people under 
the anaesthetizing effects of spiritual ignorance. The gruesome parabolic de- 


“8Possibly, as some conjecture, their original saying referred to “the deep things of God,” and John 
labels the teaching for what it is (or faithful Thyatiran Christians do the labeling, if they are the 
subject of the phrase “as they say” [see Beale, Revelation, pp. 265-66]). 
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scription of the demons (in Rev 9:1-19)? is intended to shock the true people 
of God out of their complacent condition, as they realize what spiritual spec- 
ters really lurk behind the idols (cf. Rev 2:20 with Rev 2:24), which lie there 
to transform their worshipers into their own spiritually lifeless image. 


CONCLUSION 

This chapter has studied the apocalyptic version of the biblical principle so 
far traced in this book that people resemble what they revere, either for ruin 
or restoration. 

So far the chapters of this book have looked at this theme from various 
angles in the Old Testament, Judaism and the New Testament, focusing on 
idolatry and its negative influence on the worshipers of idols. Though I have 
observed the occasional minor note of faithful believers who revere God and 
reflect his image, this will be the main subject of chapter ten. In particular, 
how can idolaters stop their sin, escape the entrapment of their idols and pre- 
vent being conformed to the nature of the idols worshiped? 


“See ibid., pp. 491-517. 
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The Reversal from Reflecting the Image of Idols 
to Reflecting God’s Image 


How can people come out from under the anesthesia of idolatry, of having 
eyes but not seeing and having ears but not hearing, in conformity to the 
idols that are revered? I have already touched briefly on this in the discus- 
sion of Isaiah 6. Isaiah the prophet could be transformed from being like 
his idolatrous people to being like God only by God’s initiative in trans- 
porting Isaiah into the true heavenly temple and transforming him into 
one who reflects God’s holy image. Others could likewise be transformed 
and become a part of the faithful remnant of Israel. This is made explicit 
in Isaiah 29:9-16, 18. Isaiah 29:9-10, in partial beginning fulfillment of 
Isaiah 6:9-10, says: 


?Be delayed and wait, 
Blind yourselves and be blind; 
They become drunk, but not with wine, 
They stagger, but not with strong drink. 
10For the Lorn has poured over you a spirit of deep sleep, 
He has shut your eyes, the prophets; 
And He has covered your heads, the seers. (Is 29:9-10). 


Verses 11-14 elaborate further on unbelieving Israel’s spiritual blind- 
ness, which resembles their Egyptian idols’ spiritual blindness.! Israel 


'In addition to the fact that Is 29:9-10 indicates beginning fulfillment of the ironic retributive idol 
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was appealing to Egypt to protect them from Babylon, and since the 
political and religious were inextricably linked for all ancient Near 
Eastern nations, this meant that Israel’s pact with Egypt’s political au- 
thorities also included giving allegiance to Egypt’s idols, which Egypt 
believed gave them prosperity economically and victory militarily. But 
verse 18 shows there will be a reversal in Israel’s anaesthetized idola- 
trous character when “the deaf will hear . . . and out of. . . gloom and 
darkness the eyes of the blind will see." 


Similarly, Isaiah 32:3-4 indicates a reversal of the judgment of Isaiah 6:9-10: 


Then the eyes of those who see will not be blinded, 
And the ears of those who hear will listen. 

^The mind of the hasty will discern the truth, 
And the tongue of the stammerers will hasten to speak clearly. 
(Is 32:3-4) 

These verses indicate that the spiritually blinding and deafening judgment 
of Isaiah 6, which has come from God, has been fulfilled and that it will 
be lifted at some point in the future,” particularly when “a king will reign 
righteously" (Is 32:1). T'his promise of restoration of sight, hearing and heart 
is sandwiched between two restoration promises (Is 31:4-9; 32:9-20). The 
former promise includes God's deliverance and protection of Zion, at which 
time his people are exhorted to “return to Him . . . you [who] have deeply 
defected” (Is 31:6). The exhortation will be heeded, since verse 7 prophesies 
that “in that day every man will cast away his silver idols and his gold idols, 
which your sinful hands have made for you as a sin" (an allusion to Is 2:20 and 
perhaps Is 30:22). In Isaiah 32:15 the prophet predicts that Israel's desolation 
will come to an end when "the Spirit is poured out on us from on high." Con- 
sequently, the context would suggest strongly that God is the one who will 
lift the spiritually numbing punishment of Isaiah 6, and it suggests also that 
the judgment that will be lifted came because of idolatry, as in Isaiah 6.? 


text of Is 6:9-10, a comparison of Is 28:12-15 and Is 29:14-16 with Is 30:1-3, 22, 33, reveals further, 
as we have seen in chaps. 2 and 6, that trust in Egypt's idols and other idols is in mind in the prior 
two chapters. 

?Following the good analysis of John L. McLaughlin, “Their Hearts Were Hardened: The Use 
of Isaiah 6, 9-10 in the Book of Isaiah," Bid 75 (1994): 17-20, who shows that linguistically and 
conceptually Is 32:3-4 alludes to and develops Is 6:9-10, though showing that the effects of the 
judgment of the latter could be negated. 

Probably also to be included along with the restoration promise of Is 32:3-4 is Is 30:20-22, which 


270 We Become Wuat We WonsuiP 


Another subsequent text in Isaiah refers virtually to the same thing: 


6], Yahweh, have called you in righteousness . . . 
As a light to the nations, 
"To open blind eyes, 
To bring prisoners from the dungeon, 
And those who dwell in darkness from the prison. (Is 42:6-7) 


The focus here is not on an explicit reversal of the Isaiah 6 judgment but a 
counter-commission. That is, another prophet is being commissioned to nul- 
lify the penal effects of Isaiah's commission in chapter 6.^ 

Likewise, presumably in development of the prophetic theme of Isa- 
iah 42, Isaiah 52:15 speaks about the reversal of the nations' unbelief 
into belief: 


'Thus, He [the Servant] will sprinkle many nations, 

Kings will shut their mouths on account of Him; 

For what had not been told them ¢hey will see, 

And what they bad not beard they will understand. (emphasis added; similarly see 
Ts 52:8, 10; 66:8, 14) 


As Israel, the nations also had lain under the anesthesia of idolatry, but 
God would also bring some of them out from this deadening sleep at the 
same time he would do so with Israel. 


THE REVERSAL IN THE GOSPELS 


Directly after the quotation of Isaiah 6:9-10 in Matthew 13:14-15, Jesus like- 
wise says, “but blessed are your eyes, because they see; and your ears, because 
they hear” (v. 16), which verse 11 has said is the result of a divine gift: “to you 
it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (so also Lk 
8:10). Luke 10:21-24 expands on its earlier reference to Isaiah 6:9-10 in Luke 
8:10 and on Matthew 13:16-17, which underscores even more that the rever- 
sal of spiritual blindness and deafness into spiritual “seeing and hearing” is 
the gift of God and cannot occur by any independent human determination: 


likely also echoes Is 6:9-10 and promises that, though God had judged Israel, that as their “Teacher” 
he “will no longer hide Himself, but your eyes will behold your Teacher. Your ears will hear a word” 
of repentance, “And you will defile your graven images, overlaid with silver, and your molten im- 


ages plated with gold . . . and say to them, ‘Be gone. 


^Following again McLauglin, "Their Hearts Were Hardened,” pp. 20-21, who elaborates on reasons 
why he sees Is 42:6-7 being linked to Is 6:9-10. 
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1At that very time He rejoiced greatly in the Holy Spirit, and said, “I praise 
you, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these things 
from /e wise and intelligent and have revealed them to infants. Yes, Fa- 
ther, for this was well-pleasing in your sight. 

?"*A]l things have been handed over to Me by My Father, and no one knows 
who the Son is except the Father, and who the Father is except the Son, and 
anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him.” 

?* Turning to the disciples, He said privately, “Blessed are the eyes which see 
the things you see, ?*for I say to you, that many prophets and kings wished 
to see the things which you see, and did not see //ez, and to hear the things 
which you hear, and did not hear them.” (Lk 10:21-24) 


Similarly, Mark 4:12 also quotes Isaiah 6:9-10, which is developed further 
in Mark 8, but astoundingly there is applied to the disciples (the Old Testa- 


ment quotation in caps): 


They [the disciples] degan to discuss with one another ¢he fact that they had 
no bread. 

V And Jesus, aware of this, said to them, “Why do you discuss 77e fact that you 
have no bread? Do you not yet see or understand? Do you have a hardened 
heart? 

18*H AVING EYES, DO YOU NOT SEE? AND HAVING EARS, DO YOU NOT HEAR? 
And do you not remember, when I broke the five loaves for the five thou- 
sand, how many baskets full of broken pieces you picked up?" They said to 
Him, “Twelve.” 

20“When I broke the seven for the four thousand, how many large baskets full 
of broken pieces did you pick up?" And they said to Him, “Seven.” 

71A nd He was saying to them, “Do you not yet understand?" (Mk 8:16-21) 


This indicates that the disciples themselves were part of the hardened, 
blind and deaf mass of unbelieving Israel. Nevertheless, the way this is ap- 
plied to the disciples is different than to unbelieving Israel in Matthew 13, 
Mark 4 and Luke 8, where it is a description that they are fulfilling the 
prophecy of Isaiah 6:9-10. Here, in verses 17-18 of Mark 8, the wording of 
Isaiah is turned into a question, indicating that the unspiritual anesthesia has 
not permanently set on them. Jesus is asking the disciples whether they are 
also fulfilling the Isaiah 6 prophecy like the rest of hardened Israel, indeed, 
is fulfilling it. In fact, the language of “do you not yet see or understand?” 
(vv. 17, 21) suggests that the disciples were in the process of coming out from 
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under this anesthesia and that Jesus was restoring them from their hardened 
and blinded condition. This is confirmed by the fact that Matthew 13:16-17 
and Luke 8:10 refer to the disciples as those to whom “it has been given to 
know the mysteries of the kingdom.” Jesus is revealing those “mysteries” to 
them, which are about his own eschatological work of restoration and king- 
dom-building (as the series of parables in Mt 13:36-52 make clear). Jesus is 
the one who is restoring the disciples and the rest of Israel. This restoration 
comes about through recognizing and believing that Jesus is the Messiah 
and Servant of the Lord prophesied by Isaiah to restore the nation (e.g., see 
Is 49:1-6; 52:13—53:12). The Gospels repeatedly underscore that Jesus is Is- 
rael’s restorer, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecies of the Servant (e.g., Mt 8:16-17; 
12:15-21; Lk 2:25-35; Jn 12:37-38). 

In the paragraph following Mark 8:16-21, illustrating how the twelve disciples 
(as a representation of remnant faithful Israel) are coming out of the idolatrous 
mist of unbelief, Mark narrates the healing of a blind Israelite who slowly but 


surely regains sight, not by his own ability but by Jesus’ miraculous power: 


?2And they came to Bethsaida. And they brought a blind man to Jesus and 
implored Him to touch him. 

3Taking the blind man by the hand, He brought him out of the village; and 
after spitting on his eyes and laying His hands on him, He asked him, "Do 
you see anything?" 

?* And he looked up and said, “I see men, for I see ¢hem like trees, walking 
around." 

?*T'hen again He laid His hands on his eyes; and he looked intently and was 
restored, and egan to see everything clearly. (Mk 8:22-25) 


Similarly, in John 9:1-38 there is an extended description of Jesus healing 
a blind man, which the Jews refused to acknowledge. Jesus immediately ex- 
plains the significance of this episode: “For judgment I came into this world, 
so that those who do not see may see, and that those who see may become 
blind" (Jn 9:39; cf. also Jn 9:40-41). 


THE REVERSAL PROPHESIED IN ISAIAH 


As we have seen at the beginning of this chapter, Jesus’ teaching that God (or 
himself) is the only giver of sight and hearing to the spiritually blind and deaf 


>See Watts, Isaiab's New Exodus in Mark, p. 192. 
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is closely related to the book of Isaiah. How does Isaiah understand that Israel 
is to gain their spiritual hearing and sight? As we also saw at the start of this 
chapter, God has both judged by causing them to become like the idols they 
worship (so Is 6:9-10) and it is he that will bring them out from under their 
idolatrous anesthesia. It is important at this point to expand further on this 
Isaiah background. Isaiah 29 clearly affirms that Yahweh will give Israel and 
the nations spiritual sight and hearing. Furthermore, in that chapter, sand- 
wiched between the description of Israel’s blindness, in reflection of its idols, 
and the regaining of sight, is reference to God as Israel’s maker. In distinction 
to Israel’s wisdom that considers idolatry to be prudent, Yahweh says: 


You turn things around! 

Shall the potter be considered like the clay, 

That what is made should say to its maker, “He did not make me"; 

Or what is formed say to him who formed it, “He has no understanding?” 
(Is 29:16) 


Israel’s trust in idols meant that the nation attributed its well-being and 
even existence to the gods represented by the idols and not to Yahweh; but 
even worse, such idolatry was tantamount to saying that the Israelite idol 
worshipers and their idols had true wisdom and understanding (v. 14) and 
that Yahweh “has no understanding.” 

Part of the point of this potter-clay metaphor is likely not only to indicate 
that Yahweh is the one who brought Israel into being as a physical nation (in 
contrast, e.g., to some of the Egyptian idols that represented Re, who pur- 
portedly created all things), but also to imply that he is able to create them 
into godly spiritual beings, who truly hear and see. 

Consequently, whereas Israel formed their idols and worshiped them and 
came to resemble their spiritually deaf and blind image, God, the only real 
image-maker (cf. Gen 1:26-27), could reverse this condition and form them 
to reflect his true image, so that they would be able spiritually to see and 
hear. 

The same point is probably discernible in Isaiah 45:5-22, where also the 
very same potter-clay picture occurs: 


“I am the Lorp, and there is no other; 
Besides Me there is no God. 
I will gird you, though you have not known Me; 
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That men may know from the rising to the setting of the sun 
That there is no one besides Me. 
Iam the Lorp, and there is no other, 
"The One forming light and creating darkness, 
Causing well-being and creating calamity; 
Iam the Lorp who does all these. 
8“Drip down, O heavens, from above, 
And let the clouds pour down righteousness; 
Let the earth open up and salvation bear fruit, 
And righteousness spring up with it. 
I, the Lor, have created it. 
?"Woe to the one who quarrels with bis Maker— 
An earthenware vessel among the vessels of earth! 
Will the clay say to the potter, ‘What are you doing?’ 
Or the thing you are making say, ‘He has no hands’? 

10“Woe to him who says to a father, ‘What are you begetting?' 
Or to a woman, “To what are you giving birth? ” 

Thus says the Lorn, the Holy One of Israel, and his Maker: 
“Ask Me about the things to come concerning My sons, 
And you shall commit to Me the work of My hands. 

12°Tt is I who made the earth, and created man upon it. 

I stretched out the heavens with My hands 
And I ordained all their host. 

15T have aroused him in righteousness 
And I will make all his ways smooth; 

He will build My city and will let My exiles go free, 


” 


Without any payment or reward,” says the Lorp of hosts. 
“Thus says the Lorp, 
“The products of Egypt and the merchandise of Cush 
And the Sabeans, men of stature, 
Will come over to you and will be yours; 
They will walk behind you, they will come over in chains 
And will bow down to you; 
They will make supplication to you: 
‘Surely, God is with you, and there is none else, 
No other God" " 
Truly, You are a God who hides Himself, 
O God of Israel, Savior! 
16They will be put to shame and even humiliated, all of them; 
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The manufacturers of idols will go away together in humiliation. 
Israel has been saved by the Lorp 
With an everlasting salvation, 
You will not be put to shame or humiliated 
To all eternity. 
18For thus says the Lorp, who created the heavens (He is the God who 
formed the earth and made it, He established it and did not create it a waste 
place, but formed it to be inhabited), 
“I am the Lorp, and there is none else. 
1%] have not spoken in secret, 
In some dark land; 
I did not say to the offspring of Jacob, 
‘Seek Me in a waste place’; 
I, the Lonp, speak righteousness, 
Declaring things that are upright. 
2" Gather yourselves and come; 
Draw near together, you fugitives of the nations; 
They have no knowledge, 
Who carry about their wooden idol 
And pray to a god who cannot save. 
2Declare and set forth your case; 
Indeed, let them consult together. 
Who has announced this from of old? 
Who has long since declared it? 
Is it not I, the Lorp? 
And there is no other God besides Me, 
A righteous God and a Savior; 
There is none except Me. 
22“Turn to Me and be saved, all the ends of the earth; 
For I am God, and there is no other." (Is 45:5-22, emphasis added) 


The dominant theme of this segment is that Yahweh is the only true God, 
in contrast to idols, so that "there is no other" God but him (vv. 5-6, 14, 18, 
21, 22). In particular, Israel's God is the only Creator (vv. 7, 12, 18), and he 
will be the only creator of the new creation, which brings restoration and 
salvation for Israel (vv. 8, 13-14, 17, 19). The repeated mention that "there 
is no God" but the Lord is addressed first to Israel (e.g., cf. v. 4 with v. 5; 
cf. vv. 14, 18 with v. 19) and then to other nations (cf. vv. 6, 20-22). What is 
the precise function of the potter-clay picture of verse 9 in the midst of this 
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narrative? Apparently, in the light of the directly preceding (vv. 4-8) and fol- 
lowing context (vv. 11-13), the point of the picture together with verse 10 is 
to exhort Israel to trust in God’s promise of restoration and not think that 
there are other gods who can grant them security, especially in Babylon. Ac- 
cording to God’s promise, they are to desire to leave Babylon and its gods and 
participate in God’s restoration of them to their land (vv. 14-19). To want to 
stay in Babylon and rest in its security is to “quarrel with” the plans that God 
has for Israel, which is absurd and futile. Thus Israel is to trust in God who 
has “formed” them according to his image rather than trust in images formed 
by human hands. 


» 


Isaiah 64:8 also refers to Israel as "the clay" and God as "our potter 
[former]" again in contrast to the idols (Is 65:2-7; likewise see Jer 18:1-6; 
19:1, 11; see the following discussion). This is part of a prayer that God as 
their potter would remold them by restoring them to himself (Is 64:8-12; 
cf. also Is 64:1-5). Interestingly, in each of the potter-clay passages Israel is 
referred to as the “work of [God's] hands.” Not coincidentally and strik- 
ingly the phrase "the work of their [his or men's] hands" throughout Isaiah 
refers exclusively to the idols manufactured by humans that are worshiped 
by Israel or the nations (Is 2:8; 17:8; 37:19).’ This wording, “work of men's 
hands," is the language of human-made images, and thus the language “the 
work of [God's] hand" in Isaiah likely also refers to humans made as images 
(i.e., images of God). Isaiah’s apparent intentional contrast between Israel 
as the work of God's hands and idols as the work of men's hands is that 
God has set up humans as the only legitimate images of God, since they 
are made by divine hands, and to function as legitimate living images they 
are to reflect the glory of the image of the living God (Gen 1:26-28). God 
is the true image-maker—humans are his image, and as his image they are 
to worship him and reflect his authentic image and not worship and reflect 
false images made by human hands. 

Isaiah 60, which also refers to end-time Israel as "the work of My hands" 


5Is 29:23; 45:11; 64:8; so also see Is 60:21 and possibly Is 5:12; in Is 19:25 spiritually restored Assyr- 
ians are called "the work of my hands," as is Solomon's bride in Song 7:1 and humanity in general 
in Job 34:19; cf. Lam 4:2. 

7The expression has the same meaning in 1 Kings 16:7; 2 Kings 19:18; 22:17; 2 Chron 32:19; Ps 
115:4; 135:15; Jer 25:6-7, 14; 32:30; Hos 14:3; Mic 5:13; probably also Hag 2:14, 17; cf. similarly, 
Lam 3:64; all of these passages are in line with the same meaning of the phrase in Deut 4:28; 
27:15; 31:29. 
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(v. 21), explains this work as one through which he “may be glorified” (so like- 
wise v. 13; Is 61:3) because God himself will be their “light” and “glory” (vv. 
19-20) and he will shine and “His glory will appear upon" them (vv. 1-2). This 
is suitably explained as a recapitulation of God’s work of creation in Genesis 
1, when again “darkness will cover the earth and deep darkness the peoples, 
and his glory will appear upon you” and his “light will have come” to penetrate 
this darkness (Is 60:1-2). One of the attributes of God’s character and image is 
his righteousness (Is 42:21; 45:23-24; 59:16-17; 63:1), and Israel, as “the work 
of God’s hands,” was to reflect his “righteousness” (Is 60:21; 61:3, 11; 62:1-2). 
Especially striking in this connection, is a comparison of Isaiah 59:17 (“He 
[the Lord] put on righteousness like a breastplate”) with Isaiah 61:10 (“He has 
wrapped me [Israel] with a robe of righteousness”). Hence, again we have the 
concept of Israel being God’s end-time work of new creation, when he would 
mold them by his hands to reflect his image and glory and bring them out of 
the blinding darkness to which they have been captivated.’ 

Just as Isaiah appears intentionally to contrast the work of men's hands 
with the work of God's hand, so there seems to be a similar contrast between 
men "forming" (yasar) idols and God "forming" (yasar) Israel. For example, 
Isaiah 43 repeatedly refers to God as "forming" Israel to reflect his "glory" 
and "praise": 

1But now, thus says the Lorn, your Creator, O Jacob, 
And He who formed you, O Israel, 
“Do not fear, for I have redeemed you; 


I have called you by name; you are Mine! 


"Everyone who is called by My name, 
And whom I have created for My glory, 


Whom I have formed, even whom I have made.” 


“The people whom I formed for Myself 
Will declare My praise.” (Is 43:1, 7, 21, emphasis added) 


Further, no true god could have been formed by human hands because Yahweh 
is the only God (Is 43:10). The idol worshipers are “people who are blind, even 


*The “heavens” were also “the work of [God's] hands” and as such they were also to reflect his 
“glory” (Ps 19:1; cf. also Ps 102:25). Sometimes the phrase “the work of his [your, men’s, etc.] 
hands” can refer to God’s good works (Ps 143:5), human good works (Gen 5:29; Deut 16:15; 24:19; 
33:11; Job 1:10; Ps 90:17a, 17b; Eccles 5:6) or evil works (Ps 9:16). 
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though they have eyes, and . . . deaf, even though they have ears” (Is 43:8), but 
end-time Israel will be formed by God as a part of the coming new creation (Is 
43:18-21), so that the nation will no longer be spiritually insensitive as it now is 
(Is 43:22-28). Isaiah 44 especially highlights the contrast between God as the 
true "former" (vv. 2, 21, 24) and the idol makers as “formers” of false images. 
Verses 9-17 go into elaborate detail about how people manufacture or form (vv. 
9-10, 12) idols. Then, abruptly, the idol makers and the worshipers are said to 
be those who “do not know, nor do they understand, for [God] has smeared 
over their eyes so that they cannot see and their hearts so that they cannot com- 
prehend" (v. 18; likewise vv. 19-20, 25). We have seen earlier that this passage 
is affirming that idol makers and their devotees become as spiritually lifeless 
as their idols (see chap. 2). Then, in direct contrast, God says to Israel, *I have 
formed you, you are My servant" (v. 21), so that "in Israel He shows forth His 
glory" (v. 23; also Is 49:3) at the time of its restoration (vv. 24, 26-28). God is 
the potter who reforms his sinful people, transforming them from reflections of 
earthly idolatrous images and remaking them into his image. Then they will 
reflect him and his glorious light as they spread throughout the earth as his 
emissaries and agents through which God shines his light and reforms others 
into his image (cf. Is 49:6). 

Israel had had an obstinate "neck" as *an iron sinew" and a *bronze fore- 
head" apparently in the very likeness of their "graven image" and "molten 
image," in which they had trusted instead of Yahweh (Is 48:4-5); accord- 
ingly, Israel had *not heard" and "had not known, even from long ago your 
ear has not been open,” since it had been “a rebel from birth” (Is 48:8). Then 
Isaiah even portrays God as melting Israel's unspiritual idolatrous metal in 
a fiery furnace and forming them into an image suitable for him: "behold, 
I have refined you, but not as silver; I have tested you in the furnace of af- 
fliction” (Is 48:10)? This stands in contrast with false images that people 
have made in fire (Is 44:15; recall also that, according to Ex 32:24, Israel 
gave gold to Aaron and he "threw it into the fire, and out came this calf"). 
Thus God would reform them as a new creation (Is 48:6-7) into an image 
well-pleasing to him, which would happen at the time of his latter-day res- 


?Ezek 22:18-22 also pictures sinful Israel as impure *dross" like "silver and bronze and iron and lead 
and tin" that will be "melted in the furnace," which is an expression of divine judgment. Elsewhere 
Ezekiel sees that God will redeem them from judgment (e.g., Ezek 20:33-44) due to their idolatry; 
so also Is 1:22, 25-26. 
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toration of them back to himself (Is 48:12-21). It is well-known that Isaiah 
40—66 also views this restoration as a recapitulation of Israel's exodus out 
of Egypt, which is also portrayed as the time when he brought Israel “out 
of the iron furnace, from Egypt, to be a people for His own possession” 
(Deut 4:20; so virtually identically 1 Kings 8:51; Jer 11:4). This itself may 
be a reference to God forming and shaping Israel as an image for himself 
as his unique possession in all the earth (cf. Ex 19:4-6) in contrast to the 
false images of Egypt and the nations that are fired in furnaces.” Isaiah is 
saying that the same thing will happen again at Israel’s second exodus out 
of Babylon. 

The upshot of Isaiah’s contrast is that trust in idols “formed” by humans will 
result in spiritual blindness and deafness, as a reflection of the idols themselves, 
but trust in God as the only legitimate former will result in being formed into 
something that is uniquely able to reflect God’s glory. One’s only hope in be- 
ing delivered from reflecting the spiritually lifeless images of the world is to be 
recreated or reformed by God into an image that reflects God’s living image, 
which results in spiritual life. 

What a tragic irony that Israel was producing their own images that were 
false and to which they were becoming conformed spiritually instead of real- 
izing that the only true image was God’s image, which they were to reflect as 
his little images on earth. But as the ultimate potter, God has the ability to 
bring Israel and the nations out from their idolatrous darkness and deep sleep 
by restoring them and recreating them in his living image again, as Isaiah 
29 affirms, replanting in them eyes to see and ears to hear his true word. As 
God said to Moses, “Who has made man’s mouth? Or who makes him mute 
or deaf, or seeing or blind? Is it not I, the Lonp?" (Ex 4:11). Though this is a 
statement about God’s sovereignty in creating physical eyes, ears and mouths 
at birth in whatever way he pleases, the preceding discussion of Isaiah shows 
that this is not limited to the physical but includes God’s ability to reform 
people in a new birth and new creation, and also to give them spiritual eyes 
and ears, along with physical eyes and ears. 

Ezekiel, especially Ezekiel 36:24—37:14, also expresses the same Isaianic idea 
of God bringing his people out of death and creating them into his glorious image 
again as part of an eschatological new creation as a polemic against human-made 


VT am grateful to my colleague Dan Block for this suggestion. 
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idolatrous images. Ezekiel 37:1-14 portrays this as an end-time resurrection.? 


'This restoration will include a new creation that for humans means res- 
urrection of the whole person, both physically and spiritually. Accordingly, 
one other time when the phrase "the work of [God's] hands" occurs is in Job 
14:13-15, where this work is that of God remolding people into final resur- 
rection bodies: 


30h that You would hide me in Sheol, 
That You would conceal me until Your wrath returns zo You, 
'That You would set a limit for me and remember me! 
“If a man dies, will he live again? 
All the days of my struggle I will wait 
until my change comes. 
BYou will call, and I will answer You; 
You will long for the work of Your hands. 


Thus Isaiah and Ezekiel express the same notion of God bringing his 
people out of death and darkness and recreating them into his glorious image 
as part of an end-time new creation as a polemic against idolatrous human- 


made images of the old world. 


THE REVERSAL IN ACTS, PAUL AND REVELATION 


Though the reversal and especially the restoration prophesied by Isaiah 
has been discussed in the Gospels section at the beginning of this chapter, 
we need to look further at how this prophetic notion finds fulfillment 
elsewhere in the New Testament. Acts 17 is the most explicit chapter on 
idolatry in the book of Acts. There Luke narrates Paul’s Mars Hill speech 
to the Athenians about their idol worship and how they needed to turn 
from their many idols to the true God. Toward the conclusion of Paul’s 
address, he exhorts the Athenians to come out of their idolatry by the 
following words: 


Therefore having overlooked the times of ignorance, God is now commanding 


MAn entire book has been dedicated to this idea in Ezekiel, to which the reader is referred: see John 
F. Kutsko, Between Heaven and Earth, Biblical and Judaic Studies 7 (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisen- 
brauns, 2000), especially pp. 101-56. 

Though most scholars see the resurrection as a figurative description for Israel's end-time restora- 
tion, Judaism typically understood it in literal terms. At the least, the portrayal connotes Israel's 
spiritual regeneration in terms of a new creation. 
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to men that all people everywhere should repent, because He has fixed a day in 
which He will judge the world in righteousness through a Man whom He has 
appointed, having furnished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead. 
(Acts 17:30-31) 


Some commentators think that in the directly preceding passage of Acts 
17:24-29 Paul has in mind only what may be termed “general revelatory 
truths” of the true God’s being. His weaving together, however, of Old 
Testament passages about the ultimate purpose of humanity, divine revela- 
tion and redemptive restoration indicate that Paul’s intent is to move the 
Athenians to be restored to the true God from the “ignorance” of idols (v. 
30), which explains why he then encourages them to repent in the face of 
coming judgment.'? 

After Paul's announcement of God's command for repentance because of 
coming judgment (vv. 30-31), there is a threefold response. First, the majority 
reject his message, while, second, others appear to suspend their judgment for 
a while until they hear Paul again on the matter (v. 32). On the other hand, 
still others, apparently the minority, accept what Paul says: "But some men 
joined him and believed, among whom also were Dionysius the Areopagite 
and a woman named Damaris and others with them" (Acts 17:34). These 
new believers had turned from their idols to trust in God and be restored to 
him and, by implication, to be like him, since now they had truly become "his 
offspring [family]” (v. 28). Those few who believed and joined with Paul 
represent the final main point of all of chapter 17, since it represents the final 
and climactic response to the entire Mars Hill narrative. 

This view of Acts 17 fits in with the study of David Pao, which was briefly 
surveyed at the beginning of chapter seven. Pao demonstrated that Isaiah 
40—66 was a strong influence throughout Acts, noting, for example, that the 
polemics against idols in this segment of Isaiah stood behind the various sec- 
tions about idol worship in Acts. Just as in Isaiah the powerless idols and the 
nations they represent are distinguished from Yahweh, so in Acts the empty 
idols and the peoples identified with them are contrasted with the defini- 


In this respect, for analysis of the Old Testament allusions in these verses, together with the two 
quotations from the Greek poets in v. 28, see G. K. Beale, "Biblical Faith and Other Religions 
in New Testament Theology," in Evangelical Christianity and Other Religions, ed. D. W. Baker 
(Grand Rapids: Kregel, 2004), pp. 80-90. 


V For this theme of like begetting like in the immediately preceding context of Acts 17, see chap. 7. 
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tive lordship of Jesus and the might of his earthly representatives.? But the 
main point of the second part of Isaiah is not primarily about idols but about 
how the mighty God will overcome the pathetic idols and their worshipers, 
and restore his people from captivity to idols and to the nations, who place 
confidence in the idols. And, according to Pao, this is the broader point of 
the use of Isaiah in Acts.'° For example, Acts 17:24-25 alludes to Isaiah 42:5, 
which introduces a promise of Israel’s restoration (Is 42:6) by God opening 
their eyes and delivering them from captivity (Is 42:7), as well as introducing 
a contrast between the uniquely true God and idols (Is 42:8). In addition, the 
very name of “the Way” for the early Christian movement Pao traces back 
primarily to Isaiah 40:3, where it refers to the “way” of the restoration of 
God's people back to himself from sin and captivity. 

In the light of this Isaiah background, it is likely not coincidental that the 
idolatry-restoration theme of Isaiah also played such a significant role in the 
Gospels (see the first part of this chap.). 

We have also seen that Paul’s own writings underscore that it is in Christ 
that people, formerly conformed to the world’s image (Rom 1:18-32), begin 
to be transformed into God’s image (Rom 8:28-30; 12:2; 2 Cor 3:18; 4:4) in 
connection to fulfillment of prophecies from some of the same Isaiah con- 
texts previously discussed (e.g., see the use of Is 9:1 in 2 Cor 4:45!” Is 43:18-19 
and Is 65:17 in 2 Cor 5:17; Is 52:11 in 2 Cor 6:17; Is 43:6 in 2 Cor 6:18). This 
process of transformation into the divine image will be completed at the end 
of history, when Christians will be resurrected and fully reflect God’s image 
in Christ (1 Cor 15:45-54; Phil 3:20-21). They will be resurrected by the 
Spirit-imparting power of the risen Christ. Since it was the Spirit who raised 
Jesus from the dead (Rom 1:4), so the Spirit of Christ will raise Christians 
from the dead at the end of the age (as 1 Cor 15:45 affirms in context: “the 
last Adam became a life-giving Spirit”). The Spirit’s work in people will en- 
able them to be restored and revere the Lord and resemble his image, so that 
God will be glorified in and through them. 

The use of the formula “he who has an ear let him hear” in Revelation, 


David W. Pao, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus, WUNT 130 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000), 
pp. 181-216. 

16For the overall argument of Pao’s book, see my review “Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus by David W. 
Pao,” in Trinity Journal 25, no. 1 (2004): 93-101. 

See the margin of the twenty-seventh edition of the Nestle-Aland Greek text, which sees Is 9:1 
as an allusion here. 
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while indicating a spiritually anesthetized majority in the churches, is an 
address to those who really do have spiritual ears to hear “what the Spirit 
is saying” to them in order to persevere, not compromise and to continue to 
reflect the image of God in the world. And there will be some among the 
unbelieving who will hear for the first time, believe and begin the process of 
reflecting God’s image to the lost world from which they themselves came. 
Up to this point our study has centered around explanations of various 
biblical passages pertaining to the theme of this book. For the most part, 
there has been no direct attempt to explain how the biblical notion of people 
reflecting the images to which they are committed is relevant to or expressed 
in our contemporary world. Part of the reason for this is that there have been 
quite a few books attempting to explore how the biblical notion of idolatry 
is expressed in the contemporary world; part of the reason also for this text- 
centered approach is that the particular theme of becoming like what one 
worships has not been heretofore sufficiently traced throughout Scripture. 
Nevertheless, the concluding chapter will explore how our theme expresses 
itself in contemporary culture. How is the principle of people resembling idols 
they worship related to modern culture, including the Christian culture? 


11 


Conclusion 
So What Difference Does It Make? 


The main idea of this book on idolatry is that people resemble what they revere, 
either for ruin or restoration. God has made all people to reflect, to be imaging 
beings. People will always reflect something, whether it be God’s character or 
some feature of the world. If people are committed to God, they will become 
like him; if they are committed to something other than God, they will become 
like that thing, always spiritually inanimate and empty like the lifeless and vain 
aspect of creation to which they have committed themselves. Such likeness to 
idols of the world is a form of judgment. Israel resembled what they revered, 
which was an expression of retribution for their idolatry and led to their spiri- 
tual ruin. What Isaiah and the faithful remnant of the Old Testament and be- 
lievers of the early church epoch revered, they resembled for their restoration 
and blessing. The same is true with people today. 

We need to remember that the Old Testament idea of worshiping wooden, 
stone and metal images is still very relevant to twenty-first-century people, since 
we have seen that even by New Testament times idolatry took such nonliteral 
forms as trusting in dead tradition or in money (recall Paul’s words in Eph 5 and 
Col 3). The last verse of 1 John says, “Guard yourselves from idols.” It is possible 
that he is referring to literal idols, but more likely he is summarizing the argu- 
ment of the whole epistle of 1 John, which is a warning against believing the false 
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teaching that Christ was not truly human or, in other instances, that Jesus was 
not fully God. John is saying that when we trust in false teaching, which is a false 
substitute for truth, then we are guilty of idol worship. The church must guard 
itself from venerating false theology as a substitute for the true. 

Idol worship is anything that is a substitute for worship of God. Interest- 
ingly, the Oxford English Dictionary defines “religion” as “something that one 
is devoted to,” which can be God or something else. 

Accordingly, as we have seen earlier, in the book of Revelation John refers 
to unbelievers as “earth dwellers,” but he does not call Christians earth dwell- 
ers, even though they dwell physically on the earth. Why does he do this? 
John calls unbelievers earth dwellers because they are at home only here on 
this earth. Thus it should not be surprising to discover that of the ten times 
the expression occurs in Revelation, it clearly refers to idol worshipers seven 
times and implicitly the other three. The earth dwellers are people of earth- 
bound vision, trusting only in some aspect of earthly security, unable to look 
beyond the physical things that are seen, in contrast to Hebrews 11, where 
Christians are called pilgrims on the earth, and they have their ultimate iden- 
tity with God in heaven and in the coming new cosmos. 

Lot’s wife was an earth dweller. When the angel told Lot to leave Sodom, 
part of his exhortation was “do not look behind you” (Gen 19:17). When God 
rained down “brimstone and fire,” Lot’s wife “looked back, and she became 
a pillar of salt” (Gen 19:26), just as Sodom and Gomorrah had been reduced 
to salt (Deut 29:23; Zeph 2:9). Why did she resemble these destroyed cities? 
Because her “looking back” indicated that she was more attached to Sodom 
for her ultimate security than God, who had commanded them to go on their 
pilgrimage out of the city. She took more security in the city than in God, 
and thus had apparently become so identified with the city’s ungodly atti- 
tude! that even her judgment was identified with the city’s judgment.? 


IDOLATRY AND ESCHATOLOGY 


In connection with the preceding discussion about idolatry in Revelation and 
the judgment of Lot’s wife, the question can be asked, why does the Bible say 


'The implication of 2 Pet 2:6-8 is that while Lot’s “righteous soul” was “tormented day after day by 
[Sodom’s] lawless deeds,” his wife was not so tormented but had come to feel comfortable in this 
atmosphere. 


7] am thankful to Rita Cefalu, one of my former students, for bringing this illustration to my notice. 
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that the earth must be destroyed at the end of time? I believe that this relates 
partly to idolatry. The ultimate idol must be destroyed, and there must be a 
new heavens and earth untainted by the sin of Adam and Eve and of their 
progeny, who were ultimately idol worshipers. Remember that I began this 
study by defining an idol as anything that the heart clings to for ultimate 
security. Accordingly, the ultimate thing in which people take security, some 
aspect of the world, must be destroyed. 

Therefore, the creation itself (sun, moon, stars, trees, animals, etc.) has 
become an idol that must be removed; the heavenly bodies are repeatedly 
mentioned in the Bible as representing false deities whom Israel and the na- 
tions worshiped (e.g., Deut 4:19; 17:1-4; 2 Kings 23:4-5; Jer 8:2; Ezek 8:16; 
Amos 5:25-27; Acts 7:41-43). If the most permanent and stable parts of the 
creation will be shaken to their roots (e.g., mountains and islands), so will 
the people living on the earth. The idolaters' earthly securities will be ripped 
away so that they will appear spiritually naked before God's judgment seat 
on the last day. They will try unsuccessfully to hide their destitute condition 
from the divine gaze and to escape from the coming wrath. T'hey would even 
rather die from the falling rocks and mountains than have to face God's judg- 
ment (Rev 6:15-17). 

In Revelation 6:12-14, six parts of the cosmos are described as destroyed: 
(1) earth, (2) sun, (3) moon, (4) stars, (5) heaven, and (6) "every mountain 
and island"; furthermore, six classes of humanity are likewise portrayed in 
sixfold manner as about to be judged in verses 15-17: (1) kings, (2) great ones, 
(3) rulers of thousands, (4) rich, (5) powerful, and (6) every slave and free 
person. T'hese two observations point further to an intended identification of 
the idolaters with the earth as their ultimate idol. That there are six and not 
seven constituents in both lists is evident by observing that the sixth element 
in each list is actually composed of two parts, which are meant as a liter- 
ary and conceptual unity because of the introductory "every." Such a sixfold 
parallelism may emphasize the imperfection of both the material and human 
creation and, hence, the necessity that it be judged.? On the other hand, if 
a parallelism of seven parts of creation and seven classes of humanity were 
intended in verses 12-17, then the exhaustive, unqualified nature of divine 
judgment would be the emphasis. 


C£. Rev 13:16; William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962), pp. 129-31. 
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Again we have an identification of idolaters with their idols, such that not 
only do both suffer the same fate of destruction but also the two are so identi- 
fied that the earthly idol comes to be conceived of as the secure clothing of 
the idolater, inextricably linked with the false worshipers’ being. At the end 
of time they will be stripped and seen to have no real security, since the only 
true security is in the Lamb. 

On the other hand, in Philippians 3:18-21, we have a similar end-time 
notion, but this time it is positively stated: 


18For many walk, of whom I often told you, and now tell you even weeping, 
that they are enemies of the cross of Christ, whose end is destruction, 
whose god is ¢heir belly, and whose glory is in their shame, who set their 
minds on earthly things. 

?0For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a 
Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ; ?'who will transform the body of our humble 
state into conformity with the body of his glory, by the exertion of the 
power that He has even to subject all things to Himself. 


Here Paul expresses another of his versions of being committed to and 
conformed to idols in contrast to being transformed to Christ at his final 
coming. I briefly alluded to verse 19 earlier (see pp. 170-71), where it was said 
that the phrase ^whose god is their belly" refers to the Jewish false teachers, 
referred to earlier in Philippians 3:2.4 Apparently, there were professing Jew- 


^See Peter T. O'Brien, Commentary on Philippians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), pp. 
450-58), who reviews the different identifications of the “enemies of the cross"; they are either 
libertines or Judaizers, and O’Brien prefers the latter, which likely means that the expression whose 
god is their belly is to be understood within a Jewish framework in terms of an "overscrupulous 
attention to the purity of foods" or more generally as referring to those who "have failed to ac- 
cept the death of the old life, the KolAta, and have disqualified themselves from the new,” which 
is not exclusive of the food law identification (ibid., p. 456). Others are in general agreement 
with O’Brien (e.g., Moisés Silva, Philippians, BECNT [Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005], pp. 147-48, 
179-82). More recently, see Karl Olav Sandnes, Belly and Body in the Pauline Epistles, SNTSMS 120 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 136-64, who argues that while idolatry is in 
mind in Phil 3:18-19, it is not a Judaizing idolatry but a reference to a “Graeco-Roman background 
of belly-worship as a catchword for a so-called Epicurean lifestyle” (ibid., p. 156). While this is the 
best proposal of a Hellenistic background, it is still ultimately more speculative since no explicit 
references to such a background occur anywhere in Philippians. On the other hand, Philippians 
3 begins with explicit reference to Jewish opponents (Phil 3:2-3, implicitly with reference to their 
false teaching), Paul continues to make reference to his identification with this unbelieving Jewish 
background in Phil 3:4-9, and he makes clear reference to “many [who] walk, of whom I have often 
told you, and now tell you . . . that they are enemies of the cross of Christ" (Phil 3:18). Since Paul 
repeatedly refers throughout his letters only to Judaizers as both external and internal enemies, 


and he has just done the same thing in Phil 3:2, it is likely that Phil 3:18-19 refers to the same 
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ish Christians who could not leave behind the essence of their Jewish past: 
they still insisted on keeping Jewish traditions as a necessary part of being 
a true child of God; the reference to the “belly” in Philippians 3:19 likely 
evokes the particular Jewish tradition that insisted that the washing of hands 
and eating utensils before eating together with dietary laws were a mandatory 
requirement for being considered a true member of the covenant community, 
which, for example, we have observed earlier in Mark 7:1-4. Their commit- 
ment to this oral tradition was so intense that they revered this tradition more 
than God’s written Word. They were so committed to this old Jewish tradi- 
tion, they were substituting it in place of God’s Word and thus had made an 
idol of it. Consequently, Paul can refer to such overexalting of these dietary 
laws as making your “belly” into a "god." 

What also is striking about these idolaters is that their “glory is in their 
shame.” If it is correct to identify this as an allusion to Hosea 4:7,° then this 
phrase can be seen as an extension of the preceding notion of idolatry that we 
saw was bound up with the belly: 


Hosea 4:7 (LXX) Philippians 3:19 
I will make their glory into dishonor [whose] glory is in their shame [aischyne]. 
[atimian]. 


Figure 11.1. Hosea 4:7 (Lxx) and Philippians 3:19 compared 


The Hosea passage is part of an introduction to one of the most extensive 
condemnations of Israel's idolatry in all of the Old Testament. Israel's "sin" 
and "dishonor" surely includes their idolatry, which is immediately elaborated 
on in Hosea 4:10-19. (Indeed, the focus of their sin and dishonor in Hosea 4:7 
is likely this following section on idol worship.) Hosea 4:7 probably refers then 


opponents (e.g., O'Brien, Philippians, pp. 352-57, identifies the opponents in Phil 3:2 as Judaizing 
Christians, while Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, WBC (Waco, Tex.: Word, 1983], pp. 124-26, 
disagrees but still sees the same group as Jewish missionaries attempting to influence the thought 
of the Philippian Christians). Thus Sandnes is inevitably led to say that “Paul assumes his readers’ 
familiarity with [such Greco-Roman] belly-devotion" (ibid., p. 154 n. 58 [italics added]). Never 
in Paul's letters are Epicurean-oriented Christians exp/icitly identified as opponents of the church. 
Furthermore, if it is correct to see an allusion to Hos 4:7 in Phil 3:19, then the Jewish idolatrous 
notion is made more manifest. Sandnes's thesis deserves more summary and evaluation than given 
here, though constraints of space do not allow for it. 

Paul's reference to false teachers in Rom 16:18 as “slaves . . . of their own bellies” also likely refers 
to Judaizers in the light of Rom 14:2-3, 6, which reflects debate within the Roman church over the 
importance of Jewish food laws. 

As argued by Silva, Philippians, pp. 181-182; the Nestle-Aland, 27th ed. of the Novum Testamen- 


tum Graece also cites Hos 4:7 as an allusion in Phil 3:19. 
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to Israel’s glory, which they were to reflect from the Lord himself, which God 
will transform into dishonor because they have worshiped idols and begun to 
resemble their inglorious nature. I argued this earlier (chap. 3) about these 
passages in Hosea, including Hosea 4:16-17, where Israel’s worship of calf 
idols has caused it to become as spiritually inanimate as the calf idol, so that 
the prophet can say, "Israel is stubborn like a stubborn heifer. . . . Ephraim is 
joined to idols; let him alone." Indeed, we also saw that Hosea 4:7 is linked to 
Psalm 106:20, which refers to Israel's sin in worshiping the golden calf. 

Paul adapts the wording of Hosea 4:7 and develops it in the light of Hosea's 
following context, where it says that Israel's “rulers dearly love dishonor [Lxx, 
again has atimian]," which refers to their "play[ing] the [idolatrous] harlot 
continually" (Hos 4:18) and also affirms that “they will be ashamed because of 
their sacrifices [to idols]" (Hos 4:19; the word for “ashamed” is the verbal form 
of the noun aischyné, which Paul uses in Phil 3:19). Thus Paul’s reference to 
the Judaizers’ “glory” refers either to their glorying in their idolatrous activity 
or reflecting the pseudo-glorious nature of the object of their idol worship, 
which is in reality shame from Paul’s perspective (though both of these ideas 
are very close). The latter idea of reflecting the inglorious nature of their idol 
is pointed to by recalling that the same idea was found in the original context 
of Hosea 4:7 (see discussion in chapter 3) and in Paul’s possible use of Hosea 
4:7 in Romans 1:23-24, 26 (see discussion in chapter 8). 

All of this merely confirms that Paul really does have the concept of idola- 
try in mind in Philippians 3:19, which is pointed to further by the last clause 
of Philippians 3:19: “who set their minds on earthly things.” The word for 
“earthly things” (epigeia) literally means “things upon the earth.” This is 
virtually a synonym with Revelation’s repeated reference to “the ones dwell- 
ing upon the earth” (ton katoikounton epi tes ges), and it expresses the same 
idea as the Revelation phrase: those “who set their mind on the things upon 
earth" are at home only here on this earth and are people of earthbound vi- 
sion, trusting only in some aspect of earthly security, unable to look beyond 
the physical things that are seen. As such they idolize "the things upon the 
earth” instead of revering the Creator of the earth.’ Accordingly, they reflect 


7]t is also possible that Paul's use of epigeia is parallel with “flesh” in Rom 8:5: “those according 
to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh” (and so also Rom 8:6-7; so more generally 
O'Brien, Philippians, p. 456, who says the use of epigeia in Phil 3:19 is similar to Paul's occasional 
use of sarx to indicate "earthbound humanity, without access to Christ." 
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the inglorious idolatrous nature of the earth, which specifically is the idol of 
the empty tradition of food laws that has effectively replaced God’s Word as 
the focus of trust. And, as is the destiny of all idols, including the fallen earth 
itself, so their worshipers’ “end is destruction” (Phil 3:19). 

Philippians 3:20-21 is an antithetical contrast with the people who trust in 
and become like the old fallen earth: 


?0For our citizenship is in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, 
the Lord Jesus Christ; ‘who will transform the body of our humble state into 
conformity with the body of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He 
has even to subject all things to Himself. 


There is a contrast between Philippians 3:18-19 and verses 20-21. For- 
mally, the “for” (gar) in verse 20 likely indicates that verses 20-21 give the 
specific reason for verses 18-19. But how so? The earthly orientation of the 
“enemies of the cross” must be seen to be inextricably linked with their ul- 
timate “destruction” because the only reality that will endure forever is the 
heavenly reality, which Paul refers to as the “commonwealth in the heavens.”® 
Those who are a part of this “commonwealth” will endure the destruction 
of the old earthly realm and its idolatrous inhabitants because Christ “will 
transform the body of [their] humiliation,” which they share with the idola- 
ters, “in conformity with the [resurrected] body of His glory” at the consum- 
mation of all things (when Christ “will subject all things to Himself”). Thus, 
because the devotees of the earth in verses 18-19 are not linked to the new, 
inbreaking eternal order, they will not weather the passing away of that old 
earthly order of which they remain an essential part. 

But there appears between verses 18-19 and verses 20-21 to be more of a 
contrast than merely between the non-enduring judged earthly people and 
Christ’s eternal people, who will experience everlasting resurrection.’ In 
addition, that Christ “will transform the body” of Christians “into confor- 
mity with the body of his glory” shows that because they reverence Christ 
(e.g., “they glory in Christ Jesus"—not “in their shame"—Aand “put no con- 
fidence in the flesh" [Phil 3:3], but put it in Christ), they will be made to 


"Though said in a different way, I am following O’Brien, Philippians, p. 459. 

?The chapter starts with a similar contrast of the Jewish false teachers overemphasizing “circumci- 
sion" (v. 2, which Paul calls *false circumcision" [lit. *the mutilators"]) with "the true circumcision, 
who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Messiah Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh" 
(v. 3). 
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reflect him. The likeness to Christ begins already in this life, as evident 
from Philippians 3:10 (which is part of a contrast with Paul’s unbelieving 
Jewish identity, traceable all the way back to Phil 3:2): “that I may know 
Him and the power of His resurrection and the participation in His suffer- 
ings, being conformed to His death.” In fact, people must begin to reflect 
Christ and his sufferings in this life “in order that they may attain to the 
resurrection from the dead” (v. 11), about which verse 21 speaks, which 
will happen at the consummation of all things. As some commentators 
have noticed, it is interesting and ironic that it is “the power of his resur- 
rection” that breaks in even now to cause people to become conformed to 
Christ beginning in this life. (This is perhaps suggested by the order in 
verse 10: “the power of His resurrection” precedes “being conformed to 
His death.”) The unbelieving devotees to the old, temporal earth are so 
identified with it that they too will pass away with it at its final destruction 
at the very end of time. 

Philippians 3:18-21 is another classic scriptural example of the notion that 
all humans are made to be imaging beings, and that if they are not commit- 
ted to God and Christ, and reflect their image, then they will reflect some 
other image of the idolatrous world to which they are committed. Philippians 
3 focuses, especially in verses 19-21, on the final, eschatological destiny of 
idolaters and Christ worshipers, the former undergoing destruction on the 
last day because they have become a part of and rooted to the old cosmos, 
and the latter experiencing a glorious, eternal resurrection because they have 
become conformed to Christ’s everlasting resurrection body. 

Before leaving this section, it is important to clarify the tension between 
the coming destruction of the cosmos and, on the other hand, the fact that it 
will be renovated, along with God’s resurrected people. There is thus discon- 
tinuity and continuity between this cosmos and the coming new heavens and 
earth. The purpose here is not to discuss all the ways to solve this problem. 
Rather, the attempt is to explain how I see the tension in the light of the 
evidence just discussed in this section. On the one hand, part of the reason 
that the present earth will undergo dissolution (see, e.g., 2 Pet 3:10-13; Rev 
21:1) is because it has been “corrupted” by sin and idolatry; on the other hand, 
there will be a continuity between the old world and the new, since the new is 
a renovation or renewal of the old (the coming new cosmos is not a “creation 


out of nothing” [a creation ex nihilo]; see again Rev 21:1). 
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The most precise way to understand this discontinuity and continuity is by 
recalling the nature of the resurrection of humans. On the pattern of Christ’s 
own resurrection (1 Cor 15:20-23), redeemed humanity will be raised from 
the dead, which is none other than restoring their bodies from a state of 
dissolution—not from a state of nothingness. Just as Christ could be recog- 
nized in his new body as being the same person who existed before his death, 
so it will be with God’s people. Yet both Christ and his resurrected people do 
not have the same bodies as their old ones but new bodies. The main differ- 
ence between the two states of existence is that the former body was headed 
toward “corruption” (Rom 8:21; 1 Cor 15:42, 50) and the new body will be 
incorruptible (1 Cor 15:42, 50). This continuity and discontinuity between 
the old body and new resurrection body is the key to the same continuity 
and discontinuity in the creation, since humanity is the crown of creation 
and what may deduced about the crown is probably deducible for the rest of 
creation. 

Romans 8 is a classic passage demonstrating this point and discussing this 
tension, both between the old and new creation and the believers old and 
new body: 


18For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be 
compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the anxious longing 
of the creation waits eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God. For the 
creation was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of Him who sub- 
jected it, in hope ?!that the creation itself also will be set free from its slavery to 
corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God. ?For we know 
that the whole creation groans and suffers the pains of childbirth together 
until now. And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits of 
the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for our 


adoption as sons, the redemption of our body. (Rom. 8:18-23) 


Verse 21 is crucial, since it clearly says that the old creation will be lib- 
erated from its “slavery to corruption” by participating in some way in the 
great renovation of the resurrected bodies of believers (especially in the light 
of vv. 22-23). It is noteworthy that Romans 8:20 refers to “creation” being 
“subjected to futility,” which has brought about its “corruption” (v. 21), since 
the only other time the word “futility” has been used in the book is in Ro- 
mans 1:21 (“they became futile [emataiothesan] in their speculations,” though 
it is the verbal form of the noun “futility” that is used). And, we have seen 
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that Romans 1:21 in its context and against its background in 2 Kings 17:15 
and Jeremiah 2:5 is a reference to the futility of idolatry: “they [Israel] have 
walked after vanities and have become vain” (where in both OT passages the 
verbal and a noun form of “futile” occurs). It is not too much to propose that 
the use of “futility” in Romans 8:20, at least, includes a reference to idolatry 
from chapter 1, so that idolatry should be seen as part of the reason that the 
world has become “corrupt” and must eventually be dissolved—though not 
completely annihilated—set free from such corruption by physical renova- 
tion, along with the crown of creation, God's redeemed people.” 


IDOLATRY AND CONTEMPORARY LIFE 


Idolatry in personal life. I begin these reflections by returning briefly again 
to the Old Testament, especially our earlier discussion concerning the king 
of Tyre and his self-idolatry, which we saw was an imitation of Adam’s self- 
idolatry in Genesis 3 (see discussion in chapter 4). There I concluded that 
Ezekiel 28 portrays the king of Tyre’s sin and judgment through the lens of 
the sin and judgment of Adam, so that the king of Tyre’s sin is viewed as a 
kind of recapitulation of the primeval sin of Adam. Consequently, Ezekiel 28 
and its understanding of Genesis 3 understands sin to be the rearranging of 
existence around the self, with the result that the human self comes to be its 
own idolatrous creator, healer and sustainer. 

Friedrich Nietzsche could have been describing Adam, the king of Tyre 
or all self-centered people—including contemporary humanity, who exalt 
the self above everything else—when he describes what he calls the “master- 


morality”: 


The noble type of person feels that 4e determines value, he does not need 
anyone’s approval, he judges that “What is harmful to me is harmful in itself,” 
he knows that he is the one who gives honor to things in the first place, he 
creates values. He honors everything he sees in himself: this sort of morality is 


self-glorifying." 


See Jonathan Moo, “Romans 8:19-22 and Isaiah's Cosmic Covenant,” NTS 54 (2008), 80-81, who 
sees the link of idolatry between Rom 1:21 and 8:20, and that idolatry has led to the creation being 
subjected to futility; see also Beale, Revelation, pp. 1039-1043, for a discussion of the discontinu- 
ity and continuity between the old and new cosmos and how this bears upon Rev. 21:1. 

"Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future, ed. Rolf-Peter 
Horstmann and Judith Norman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 154. I am 
thankful to David F. Wells, Above All Earthly Pow'rs (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), p. 133, for 


294 We Become Wuat We WonsuiP 


This is, in reality, none other than the description of an idolatrous race 
who makes idols of themselves. David Wells has narrated the contemporary 
church’s enslavement to worshiping the “self” and not God, and how many 
evangelical preachers psychologize the Scripture in their preaching in order 
to be more practical and to meet the felt needs of modern congregations. 
One of the results is that among such preachers sin is spoken of more often 
in terms of personality flaws or foibles, with no moral connection. Wells says 
that this is none other than a “transformation of Christian faith,” which “is 
enormously appealing to modern people who are typically preoccupied with 
their own inward worlds and want ‘fixes.’ "? Too many churches of today are 
market-driven, attempting to meet the need of their consumers’ desires for 
idolatrous self-fulfillment.? Wells expands on this self-worship syndrome: 


What is uppermost on their minds is not the moral fabric of life but how to cope 
with their wayward personalities, self-doubt, the stages of life, marital stress, as 
well as calamities like job losses and the soaring cost of college tuition. These are 
the things that are intensely real to them and that drain their psychological en- 
ergy. However, while these are not inconsequential matters, they are not burning 
moral issues with which the Bible is concerned. What is central to the Bible is 
the true and the right, sin and grace, God’s wrath and Christ’s death; what is 
central to so many people today is simply what offers internal relief. 

Much of the Church today, especially that part of it which is evangelical, 
is in captivity to this idolatry of the self. This is a form of corruption far more 
profound than the list of infractions that typically pop into our minds when 
we hear the word “sin.” We are trying to hold at bay the gnats of small sins 
while swallowing the camel of self. It is idolatry as pervasive and as spiritually 
debilitating as were many of the entanglements with pagan religions recounted 
for us in the Old Testament. That this devotion to the self seems not to be like 
that older devotion to a pagan god blinds the Church to its own unfaithful- 
ness. The end result, however, is no less devastating, because the self is no less 
demanding. It is as powerful an organizing center as any god or goddess on the 
market. The contemporary Church is whoring after this god as assiduously as 
the Israelites in their darker days. It is baptizing as faith the pride that leads us 


to think much about ourselves and much of ourselves.!^ 


the Nietzsche reference. 
PDavid F. Wells, Losing Our Virtue (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), p. 203. 
13See, e.g., ibid., p. 202 n. 33. 
VT[bid., pp. 203-4, though consult the entire book at points throughout for discussion of these themes. 
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We too often think that this life is our life, that we discover our gifts, for 
our career, for our family and so on. We see this a great deal even in Christian 
communities, where people are so concerned with what they do for God. 
Eugene Peterson develops this mentality aptly: 


Do we realize how almost exactly the Baal culture of Canaan is reproduced 
in American church culture? Baal religion is about what makes you feel good. 
Baal worship is a total immersion in what I can get out of it. And of course, it 
was incredibly successful. The Baal priests could gather crowds that outnum- 
bered followers of Yahweh 20 to 1. There was sex, there was excitement, there 
was music, there was ecstasy, there was dance. “We got girls over here, friends. 
We got statues, girls, and festivals.” This was great stuff. And what did the 
Hebrews have to offer in response? The Word. What’s the Word? Well, He- 
brews had festivals, at least! . . . 

It's the biggest word we have—salvation, being saved. We are saved from 
a way of life in which there was no resurrection. And we're being saved from 
ourselves. One way to define spiritual life is getting so tired and fed up with 
yourself you go on to something better, which is following Jesus. 

But the minute we start advertising the faith in terms of benefits, we're just 
exacerbating the self problem. “With Christ, you're better, stronger, more like- 
able, you enjoy some ecstasy.” But it’s just more self. Instead, we want to get 
people bored with themselves so they can start looking at Jesus. 

We've all met a certain type of spiritual person. She's a wonderful person. 
She loves the Lord. She prays and reads the Bible all the time. But all she 
thinks about is herself. She's not a selfish person. But she's always at the 
center of everything she's doing. "How can I witness better? How can I do 
this better? How can I take care of this person's problem better?" It's me, 
me, me disguised in a way that is difficult to see because her spiritual talk 


disarms us." 


Intriguingly, and quite similar to David Wells's assessment of the 
evangelical culture, Peterson equates idolatry with excessive self-focus, 
and he identifies this with a problem in the culture of the church, not 
merely something that is a sinful trait in non-Christian culture.!6 Like- 
wise, the problem of idolatry in the time of the Old Testament was not 
merely a problem for pagan peoples, but Israel was also infected with it. 
Adam was the ultimate ego and selfish person and served as a prototype 


Eugene Peterson, "Spirituality for All the Wrong Reasons,” Christianity Today, March 2005, p. 45. 
16] am grateful to my graduate student Mitch Kim for emphasizing this application. 
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for the rest of fallen humanity, as we have seen, for example, in the King 
of Tyre’s life. 

Another facet of this cult of the self is expressed in Western culture’s use 
of the phrases “self-image” and "self-esteem." Self-esteem can be defined 
as “a confidence and satisfaction [only] in onesel£"!5 This is sometimes used 
in the context of psychology and counseling, where people’s problems are 
traced ultimately to a poor self-image, and in the context of education, where 
students’ poor academic performances are too often viewed to be a result of 
the students’ low self-esteem. It is thought that if people can feel good about 
themselves, then their motivations will change and they will stop acting ac- 
cording to the bad habit patterns to which they have become accustomed. 
While it can be true that an excessively low self-image can cause problems 
in one’s life, it is also true that a misunderstanding of what self-esteem and 
the self-image are can lead to severe problems. In too many cases, a good 
self-image is defined as a self-love, which means “that we are to love what we 
ourselves are by nature, apart from God’s grace [in Christ]. Love of this kind 
is next door to pride,” indeed, it is the beginning of pride.? Paul Brownback 
has said that self-love can lead to worship of oneself: “The greatest peril of 
self-love is that it is worship of self. It is idolatry with self as the idol, the an- 
tithesis of the legitimate blessedness that comes from being poor in spirit. It 
leads to pride toward God and selfishness.””° 

We should ask, however, how idolatry of the self relates to the specific 
aspect of idol worship. It would appear strange to say that we become like 
ourselves when we worship ourselves. But on further thought, this may not be 
so odd after all. It is not uncommon in our Western culture for people to deny 
that there is a supernatural God, such as the God proclaimed in the Bible; 
accordingly, sometimes such people actually and boldly affirm that they are 
their own god.” Recall that part of the accusation of the king of Tyre was 
that “your heart is lifted up” (Ezek 28:2, 5), and “you have said, ‘I am God” 


VSee John Piper, Desiring God (Portland, Ore.: Multnomah, 1986), pp. 251-57. 

18Merriam Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: Merriam-Webster, 1991), p. 1066. 

Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God's Image (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), p. 103. 

?0Paul Brownback, The Danger of Self-Love (Chicago: Moody Press, 1982), p. 130, quoted in Hoe- 
kema, Created in God's Image, p. 103. 

On self-worship (especially in the form of self-actualization or self-realization) as idolatry, see also 
Paul C. Vitz, Psychology as Religion (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977), pp. 123-30. For example, 
he quotes the movie star Shirley MacLaine: "Each soul is its own god. You must never worship 


anyone or anything other than self. For you are God. To love self is to love God" (ibid., p. 125). 
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and “you have made your heart like the heart of God” (Ezek 28:6). This is 
certainly, at least, an indication of the king’s pride. But there is more. The 
nature of the arrogance is expressed. The condemnation seems also to include 
the idea that the monarch was making himself “larger” in a manner that was 
sinful for a human to do. He was trying to enlarge his ego. He was inflating 
himself by increasing his possessions and riches to please and gratify him- 
self, so that the bigger-than-life image that he was projecting was but a frail 
balloon full of hot air that would inevitably pop at some point under God’s 
judgmental hand (Ezek 28:7-10). Instead of participating in expanding the 
sphere of God’s glory, he was artificially causing his own honor to swell. 
Ironically, the ruler's endeavor to make himself greater only led to making his 
sin greater (Ezek 28:18). 

The accusation of the king of Tyre, who was a recapitulation of Adam 
and thus a representative of every proud human, connotes the idea that when 
people put themselves at the center of all things, they reflect a greater image 
of themselves by artificially inflating themselves. When people mount up 
possessions to please only themselves, then, like the king of Tyre, they re- 
flect their own ego, inflating it through material things that are inextricably 
linked to themselves. 

When we commit ourselves to amplifying our own ego, then that ego 
becomes inflated. We become more and more the selfish ego that we are 
worshiping by making that ego appear more and more important. However, 
this is an artificial expansion, which can bring no ultimate meaning or satis- 
faction, and will inevitably be deflated. What we revere we resemble, and if 
we revere ourselves we will attempt to expand our own image egotistically, 
which will eventually lead to destruction—if the process is not halted. 

Consequently, if we try to make ourselves great, then we are actually re- 
flecting our own egos in a greater and greater way. This perspective fits with 
the specific concept of idol worship observed throughout this book: that one 
becomes like the earthly object to which one is devoted, which leads to de- 
struction. Wanting to reflect an idol of ourselves and to make ourselves ap- 
pear greater leads to being made small because of judgment. But desiring to 
expand the glory of the true God and acknowledging his greatness by mir- 
roring that glory and reflecting it back upon him leads to sharing in God's 
greatness and glory. Thus he is seen as the unique, massive, great One who 
inhabits the center of the entire created order. 
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But there is a good self-love that seeks what will truly make us happy; it 
is loving ourselves by desiring to become what God wants us to become.” 
More precisely, we love God, and in the process of loving him, we become 
what God wants us to become. Loving God, paradoxically, is the best ex- 
pression of self-love, for in loving God we are truly happy.?? Such love 
first loves God, wants to reflect his image increasingly, making him appear 
greater and the human self smaller. In this respect, the term se/f-image does 
not have to refer to feeling good about one's own abilities or good behav- 
ior independently of any other reality. Strictly speaking, self-image can be 
defined as “one’s conception of oneself or one's role."?* A good self-image, 
biblically defined, is one in which people properly conceive of themselves as 
sinners, yet redeemed and newly created by grace in Christ. This happens, 
of course, apart from their own achievements. And subsequently they be- 
gin to resemble the image of God in Christ and want to reflect his glory in 
every part of their lives. While it is true that sin still invades such people's 
lives, God's grace has invaded even more and is bringing them out of sinful 
conformity to the world into the likeness of his image, a process that will 
be completed at the end of history.” 

In addition to these ways of reflecting the world instead of God, there is 
another subtle way that Christians become conformed to the world and not 
to Christ. And that is through the idol of the media. A Christian sociologist 
has said: 


In contrast to the men and women of the scriptures many Christians sense 
only weakly the way God intervenes in the world and in each individual life; 
most Christians find it difficult to develop a daily awareness of God as Sov- 
ereign Lord, who holds the initiative in his dealing with us every day. This 
difficulty of not being aware of the Lord is partly due to our immersion in the 


22“To love your neighbor as yourself" (Lk 10:27) does not include a command to love yourself, but 
it assumes that the fact that all people love themselves (i.e., want what is best for their existence) 
is the presupposition for loving others, i.e., we should want what is best for others, just as we want 
what is best for ourselves. The verse is another way of stating the golden rule, "do to others what 
you would have them do to you." These are not statements that support the contemporary ideas of 
self-esteem and self-image (see Piper, Desiring God, pp. 251-57). 

3I am indebted to my research assistant Mitch Kim for the way these last two sentences are 

worded. 

? Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary, p. 1022. 

?5In this discussion on self-image and self-esteem, I am indebted to Hoekema, Created in God's 


Image, pp. 102-11. 
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media view of the world, where there is absent awareness of God and his abil- 


ity to work his will in every circumstance of life.” 


Many Christians watch television, and many watch it when they want to 
sit back and relax and not have to use their minds much. This can certainly 
be a form of relaxation, but it can also become an uncritical openness to the 
media’s worldview. Subtly, unconsciously, we absorb this worldview by a kind 
of mental osmosis. And what is the typical TV worldview? It is a worldview 
with little to no awareness of, or sensitivity to, God’s working in everyday 
life, in the details of our life. 

Have you ever heard a TV character say, "Well, let's look at Scripture and 
see what God says about this. Let's pray about this"? Or when have you heard 
someone on TV say, "Let's go to the pastor to learn what the Bible says about 
this problem"? Or when was the last time you were watching the evening 
news and the anchor introduced the day's newscast by saying, "Let's ask for 
God's wisdom in order rightly to interpret the world events that have hap- 
pened today"? It is quite unlikely that you have heard such things on typical 
television networks, and if you did you would probably jump up and exclaim, 
“Wow! Come here. Listen to this. I can't believe it!” Of course, we don't hear 
such things in the secular media because they don't have a Christian world- 
and-life view. 

This absence of God in mainstream media should alert us to the fact that 
when we uncritically leave ourselves open to the perspective of the media’s 
worldview, then, slowly but surely, it leads us to cease thinking of the things 
of the Lord in the details of our everyday life. In this worldview, God is not 
active in the specific affairs of the world or in our individual lives. And when 
we imbibe this worldview uncritically, it makes us feel a little bit abnormal, a 
little bit unnatural in relating to God and being sensitive to his sovereign ac- 
tivity in our daily life. We may even feel awkward mentioning this to anyone, 
whether to believers or unbelievers. I would dare say that many Christians 
have been more influenced by the media than they would admit. The media's 
worldview has subtly become an idol we easily reflect. And that mindset— 
that God is not active in the daily affairs of people—can destroy us. What we 


revere we resemble, either for ruin or restoration. 


? Christianity Today, 1983 (1 found this quotation about twenty-five years ago, but I have been un- 
able to locate it in the 1983 CT). 
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Though this worldly media mindset affects us subtly and sometimes un- 
consciously (i.e., we are not bowing down before the television set, radio 
or computer), if we do not overtly and consciously evaluate it for what it 
is, then it can affect us as if we were intentionally committed to imitating 
it. Christ said there is no neutrality, so that we are either reflecting him 
or some aspect of the world (“He who is not with Me is against Me; and 
he who does not gather with Me scatters” [Mt 12:30; cf. also Mk 9:40; 
Lk 9:50; 11:23]). In this regard, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10:3-5 that we 
must always consciously battle against the world’s ungodly ideas that are 
infiltrating the church: 


For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, “for the 
weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the de- 
struction of fortresses. "We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing 
raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought cap- 
tive to the obedience of Christ. 


Worldliness is whatever any culture does to make sin seem normal and 
righteousness to be strange." When we imbibe the Zeitgeist (the spirit of 
the age) of worldliness, then we feel strange trying to think Christianly and 
to act according to the Bible’s mandates. That is, when we think the world’s 
thoughts after it and do not think God’s thoughts after him, we will not be 
motivated to do the things that God wants us to do, but we will only feel 
comfortable acting in a manner that fits into the world’s way of doing things. 
This is why Christians who cease going to church begin to feel more and 
more comfortable in the world and less and less comfortable in the church. 
For the same reason, this is why regular attendance at church is so impor- 
tant. At church we worship by hearing God’s Word, praising God, praying, 
partaking of the Lord’s Supper and fellowshipping, all of which encourages 
believers and convinces them that they indeed are the ones who are normal 
and that the world is strange before God’s eyes. Believers need to encourage 
one another that, from the biblical perspective, it is normal for God’s people 
to reflect Christ and his behavior and not the world’s. 

Idolatry in church life. Similarly, some churches in the evangelical tradition 
are so seeker-friendly and oriented toward making unbelievers feel comfort- 
able that the service resembles something more like what we would encounter 


27David F. Wells, God in the Wasteland (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995), p. 59. 
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in the world cultural forms of entertainment than the pattern of worship 
that Paul describes in 1 Corinthians 14:20-25, where unbelievers come under 
conviction of their sin. To the extent that churches are committed more to the 
world than to God's pattern of worship, they become idolatrous.?? 

On the other hand, there are churches that are not guilty of worldliness, 
but have traditions that, while not necessarily unbiblical or sinful in them- 
selves, become idolatrous. This is seen when churches divide over whether or 
not people are holding to these traditions or when these traditions take prece- 
dence over clear teachings of God's Word. We have seen in the Gospels that 
such traditions can become idols when they are held to be more authoritative 
than God's Word. Such idolatry can be subtle, since the church may not deny 
the truth of Scripture but effectively ignores it in the life and practice of the 
church. In this respect, David Wells has, again, targeted two idolatrous tra- 
ditions that he found in part of the evangelical Christian culture of the latter 
part of the twentieth century, as a result of examining Leadership magazine, 


a highly successful journal designed for the clergy that was launched by Chris- 
tianity Today in 1980. What is it that their marketing surveys show clergy most 
want to know, and how should those matters be treated? Between 1980 and 
1988, 80 percent of the journal's material was devoted to the personal crises, 
perplexities, and challenges encountered by the clergy, and 13 percent of the 
material was concerned with techniques for managing the church. Since this 
is an evangelical publication, it is quite stunning to observe that less than 1 
percent of the material made any clear reference to Scripture, still less to any 
idea that is theological. . . . The articles are single-minded in their devotion 
to the wisdom that psychology and business management offer and apparently 
as equally single-minded in their skepticism concerning what Scripture and 
theology offer for addressing the practical crises of pastorallife. Even when the 
subjects being discussed were temptation, sexuality, church discipline, church 
structure, and preaching—subjects about which Scripture has much to say— 
the authors of the articles in Leadership thought that it would be better to look 
elsewhere for help in their pastoral tasks! Confession has vanished from the 
pages of this journal, and reflection has never even intruded. What remains 


of theology, therefore, is only the search for wisdom, and this is now pursued 


See No God But God, ed. Os Guinness and John Seel (Chicago: Moody Press, 1992), for vari- 
ous examples of idolatry in Christian and church culture as well as individual life. See Herbert 
Schlossberg, Idols of Destruction (Nashville: Nelson, 1983), for examples of idolatry in Western 
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through the professionalization of the pastoral calling. The yearning for wis- 
dom is thus transformed into a yearning to look more like a skilled lawyer, 
psychologist, or business executive than an ordained minister of the gospel, 
marching to the beat of the transcendent Drummer. 

Robert Bellah has noted that these two types—the psychologist and the 
manager—model the essential interests of twentieth-century culture. Both 
types are this worldly, both are centered on the autonomous individual, both 
are driven by pragmatic interests, and both are hostile to the old moral or- 
der. They are, in fact, the same character in many ways, for both seek to 
define life by the control they exercise over it, the one with respect to the 
inner world and the other with respect to the outer world. This is what we 
admire. And Leadership reflects this admiration, attempting to sanctify it 
with a clerical calling.’ 


Thus when the church seeks to solve its problems primarily by appeal to 
business management and psychology rather than first resorting to Scripture, 
the sphere of general revelation has become the focus, and the Bible, God’s 
special revelation, moves to the periphery and is understood through the lens 
of general revelation, which is just the opposite of what Scripture says should 
be the case. This amounts to substituting traditions—which otherwise legiti- 
mately may be of some help in supplementing or fleshing out Scripture—in 
the place of God’s Word. This is just what Jesus castigates the Jewish leaders 
of his time for doing: “neglecting the commandment of God, you hold to the 
tradition of men” and “invalidating the word of God by your traditions which 
you have handed down” (Mk 7:8, 13). Recall that these traditions were not 
necessarily bad in themselves (e.g., see Mt 23:1-26), but when they supplanted 
God’s Word as the central focus of theology and practice, they became idola- 
trous. In the Gospels, those committed to tradition and not God’s Word 
became as spiritually dead as the tradition to which they were devoted. It is 
no different today, though the precise traditions have changed. 

Another expression of the king of Tyre’s sin (artificially expanding himself) 
is the development of solutions to life’s predicaments according to human wis- 
dom and not God’s. This can become another form of expanding a reflection of 
our own image by puffing up our autonomous wisdom. Such wisdom may not 
necessarily be antibiblical when it does not attempt to operate independently 
of God and is seen to be only secondary to the wisdom of God’s Word. But 
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when the latter is disregarded and the former concentrated on, then it becomes 
idolatrous wisdom, similar to that of the Pharisees (see chap. 6). 


IDOLATRY AND THE SOCIOLOGY OF RELIGION 


Iam nota specialist in the sociology of religion, but I think it might be profit- 
able, at the risk of reductionism, to try to summarize an area of this discipline 
that appears to have some bearing on the theme of this book. Sociologists of 
religion have observed that religious worship of most ancient and primitive 
peoples can sometimes be understood as being characterized by “imitative” or 
“contagious” elements. This kind of religious involvement is usually known 
as “totemism.” Totemism is a religious belief, usually associated with a myth, 
that considers an object of nature (usually an animal or plant) to be sacred and 
to represent a group of people or clan spiritually. Scholars debate the precise 
definition of totemism, especially in defining the exact relationship between 
the clan or individual and the totem; there are several theories that attempt 
to explain this relationship.?? 

There is general disagreement about whether these objects of nature are 
really revered and serve as spirit guides or whether they merely help or watch 
over the clan or tribe. A totem pole (for example, of the American Indians) 
is often identified with totemism, but there are other expressions of totems 
too. Religious persons or groups or tribes treat something as “sacred” or “set 
apart” and enact rituals that imitate the sacred object or that identify people 
with the objects they hold sacred. These two kinds of rituals are not mutually 
exclusive, so that either way there is a mystical identification of the practi- 
tioner and the sacred object.*! For example, by dressing with various parts of 
the totem animal (the skin, horns, etc.), by wearing masks or painting or tat- 
tooing the face or body to resemble the totem, identification with the totem 
animal and its power occurs; for the same reason totems are painted or carved 
on canoes, weapons and huts.?? Since it appears that totems are revered as 
sacred, it is likely that there is some degree or other in which all such objects 
receive religious veneration. 

Each member of a totemic clan is invested with the sacred character of the 


Ronald M. Berndt, “Totemism,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd ed., ed. Bernard L. Marthaler 
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 14:120-21. 
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animal or plant that represents the clan. Emile Durkheim asserts that “this 
personal sacredness is due to the fact that the man believes that while he is 
a man in the usual sense of the word, he is also an animal or plant of the to- 
temic species."?? Accordingly, people of the clan bear the name of the totem 
that they believe they resemble, so that the identity of the name also implies 
an identity in nature and, thus, a participation in the nature of the sacred 
animal or plant.?* Durkheim gives an apt summary of totemism, which ex- 
presses the heart of any religion, including biblical religion and the idolatrous 
religions of the ancient (and modern) world: 


The men who assemble on the occasion of these [totemic] rites believe that 
they are really animals or plants of the species whose name they bear. They 
feel within them an animal or vegetable nature, and in their eyes, this is what 
constitutes whatever is the most essential and the most excellent in them. So 
when they assemble, their first movement ought to be to show each other this 
quality which they attribute to themselves and by this reason, as we have seen, 
they design it upon their bodies; but it is no less natural that they should seek 
to resemble it in their gesture, their cries, their attitude. Since they are emus 
or kangaroos, they comport themselves like the animals of the same name. 
... The Australian seeks to resemble his totem just as the faithful in more 
advanced religions seek to resemble their God. For the one as for the other, 
this is a means of communicating with the sacred being, that is to say, with 
the collective ideal which this latter symbolizes. ‘This is an early form of the 
ópotcoots Td BEd [likeness to God].? 


Hence, “the principle by which like produces like” is a crucial part of to- 
temism.*° This sociological-religious principle that like produces like is just 
what we have seen is the biblical principle. We either commit ourselves to 
God, identify with his name and become like his character, or we commit 
ourselves to some object of the creation and become like that thing. When 
people worship anything else than God, the Bible refers to this as idolatry, 
and the person takes on the likeness of the idol: spiritual lifelessness and 
emptiness, and the unspiritual nature of demonic forces. Non-Christian so- 
ciologists of religion would say that this is the nature of all religion and that 


33Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (New York: Free Press, 1915), pp. 
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one religion is no truer than any other. Such sociologists ultimately have dif- 
ficulty, in my view, of giving a satisfactory explanation of why all religions, 
particularly totemic ones, exhibit this like-produces-like principle. The thesis 
of this book is that the biblical God is the true God and that he created hu- 
mans essentially to be imaging beings; if they do not reflect God, then they 
will reflect something else in the creation. In fact, what is true of specifically 
totemic religions is true of all religion, both ancient and modern, as Durk- 
heim himself suggests." Such religions, according to the biblical witness, 
are idolatrous, a conclusion with which non-Christian sociologists would, no 
doubt, disagree. Nevertheless, many of these sociologists have observed and 
discovered a principle that God has built into his creation. 


FINAL REFLECTIONS 


What are we committed to? What are we being conformed to? Are we be- 
coming like something in the world or like God, as we perceive him in his 
Word? In the seven letters addressed to Gentile churches of Revelation 2—3, 
five of those seven churches were in danger to one degree or another of losing 
their Christian identity. Why? Because of idol worship. Recall how each of 
the letters concludes: “He who has an ear, let him hear.” They are in danger of 
losing their identity as the people of God and as God's local churches because 
they are idolaters. They are coming under the anesthetic of idolatry. They 
needed to be shocked out of it by listening and paying heed to God's living 
Word. These letters are also addressed to all of God's people until Christ's 
final coming. Is the church today experiencing the anesthesia of idolatry? 
One of the symptoms is less sensitivity to the truth of God's Word and more 
reliance on the world's perspective about how to live. 

What do we resemble? Is it some aspect of the world? Second Corinthians 
10:5 calls us to "take every thought captive to the obedience of Christ." Any 
thought that we do not bring subject to the rule of Christ is an idolatrous 
thought. For example, our assumptions about marriage are sometimes not 


brought under the sovereignty of Christ. We are tempted not to evaluate a 


T Durkheim's other writings that focus on modern society’s institution of the cult of the individual 
and on the overlap of the sacred with the formerly profane suggest that he would apply the prin- 
ciple of like produces like to other forms of modern conceptions of the sacred. For his view of the 
sacred and profane in modern society, see Donald A. Nielson, "Transformations of Society and 
the Sacred in Durkheim's Religious Sociology,” The Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Reli- 
gion, ed. Richard K. Fenn (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), pp. 120-32. 
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person we are attracted to in terms of his or her commitment to the Lord; 
instead, we focus only on his or her physical beauty and personality. What 
happened to King Solomon in 1 Kings 11:1-13? He married women from 
the pagan nations who were idolatrous, whom God had commanded the Is- 
raelites not to marry. He not only built them altars for their idols but he 
worshiped their idols along with them. His devotion to his wives involved 
not just a relationship to them but also a relationship to their idols. Thus it 
eventually came about that Solomon came to resemble the ungodly character 
and idolatrous devotion of his wives. His great wisdom apparently did not 
influence his wives, but their ungodliness and idolatry influenced him. And 
because his commitment to his wives took priority over his commitment to 
God, his marital commitments were idolatrous. Likewise, we too can be- 
come like whatever we are committed to. An ungodly emphasis upon human 
beauty may result in our own spiritual eyes not truly seeing and our spiritual 
ears not hearing the truth. 

The same is also true with social peer groups, often among youth but also 
among adults. To be accepted by the group we sometimes feel pressured to 
become like the group in ways that would be displeasing to the Lord. When 
we do, we have become more concerned about pleasing the group than pleas- 
ing God. The peer group has become an idol. Over time, we can come to 
locate our sense of identity within our social group, not with God. This is 
part of what the Psalmist is praying about in Psalm 119:133-134: 


133E stablish my footsteps in Your word, 
And do not let any iniquity have dominion over me. 

134Redeem me from the oppression of people [i.e., from the oppression of 
the world] 
That I may keep Your precepts. 


This is the point of Romans 12:2: “and do not be conformed to this world 
(“don’t let the world around you squeeze you into its own mold”],** but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the 
will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect.” When we are 
too committed to the world and its way of thinking, then it molds and forms 
us according to its image and likeness, so that we reflect it and its way of 


thinking even more. 
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I once had a philosophy professor who was an atheistic existentialist. He was 
more consistent than some Christians are in living out his beliefs. He passion- 
ately believed them. He believed all life was without meaning, and he commit- 
ted himself to the idol of irrationality. He believed that since there is no God, 
there is no meaning in life. So he said, “Why should I listen to the authority of 
the university? There is no God who set up any authorities, including university 
authorities.” So he would only come to class every once in a while. He would 
say, "Let's go to the pub or maybe to my house. And maybe we won't meet for 
three weeks, and we'll see how it goes." Eventually, the university fired him. 
And then a few years later, I read a newspaper headline regarding him: "Uni- 
versity Professor Commits Experiment in Suicide." Because life had no mean- 
ing, he thought that perhaps in the act of suicide he would find some irrational, 
mystic meaning. So he slashed his wrist, and as he was dying, he was taking 
notes. And he said, “These notes are for my students. And in case I find no 
meaning in this suicide, and I doubt I will because there is no meaning in any- 
thing, maybe they will find some irrational, mystic meaning in my thoughts as 
I am dying and taking notes." He devoted himself to the idol of irrationality, 
became irrational and was destroyed by it. 

The principle is this: What we revere, we resemble, either for ruin or restoration. 

To commit ourselves to some part of the creation more than to the Creator 
is idolatry. And when we worship something in creation, we become like it, as 
spiritually lifeless and insensitive to God as a piece of wood, rock or stone. We 
become spiritually blind, deaf and dumb even though we have physical eyes 
and ears. If we commit ourselves to something that does not have God’s Spirit, 
to that degree we will be lacking the Spirit. We will be like ancient Israel. 

The Hebrew words for idols are significant in this respect, since they re- 
fer to the essential worthlessness of idols. One word for idols is the noun 
gillálim, which comes from a Hebrew root meaning “roll.” The noun form 


can mean either “pellets of dung” or “shapeless, loggy things"? ^ 


Either way, 
‘loggy’ or ‘dungy, the word expressed the utmost contempt, and conveyed a 


double entendre, since the one would inevitably suggest the other."? This is 


°See Francis Brown, S. Driver, and Charles Briggs, The Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testa- 
ment (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), pp. 164-65; and Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, The 
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1994), pp. 183-84, and 
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brought out perhaps most clearly in Leviticus 26:30 (“I will then destroy your 
high places, . . . and heap your remains on the remains of your gilliilim”) and 
Ezekiel 16:36 (“your detestable gilliilim”)."" While such idols were highly 
valued by their worshipers, their real value was equal to excrement. Other 
words for idol are also employed. Scripture says Israel worshiped vain, empty 
idols and they became vain and empty: 


They rejected His statutes and His covenant which He made with their fathers 
and His warnings with which He warned them. And they followed vanity and 
became vain, and went after the nations which surrounded them, concerning 


which the Lorp had commanded them not to do like them.” (2 Kings 17:15) 


The word in 2 Kings 17:15 for idols is “vanity, emptiness” (hebel). 

The point is that our lives become vain and empty when we commit our- 
selves to vain idols of this world, since “there is no such thing as an idol in 
the world” (1 Cor 8:4). Another word for idol in the Old Testament is also 
translated “a vain or empty thing” ("él'il), which is virtually synonymous with 
the preceding word (hebel). People may “resort to [empty] idols” for security 
(Is 19:3), but such idols will “vanish” and be “cast away” to the trash because 
they are worthless and cannot provide any security at all, except false security 
(Is 2:18-20).? We may commit ourselves to some earthly idol for fulfillment, 
but there will be none, since such idols are truly empty and have no spiritual 
reality except a demonic one (see also Is 41:29). 

Still another word for idol is a “thing of horror” or “thing of shuddering” 
(mipleset) (see 1 Kings 15:13; 2 Chron 15:16). To worship such idols will 
bring only horror and dismay, not the peaceful bliss that is hoped for. But 
when we begin to resemble the idols of the world and spiritual harm is set in 
motion, we don't often feel the harm at first. Often we don’t sense it until it is 
too late. We are anesthetized to the hurt for a while—we have “eyes but can’t 
see the spiritual damage being done, and ears but cannot hear the burning 
fires of destruction that are beginning to rage within.” 

I remember some years ago that I made an appointment with an oral 


“Following ibid., p. 155. 
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hygienist to check and clean my teeth, since I had not been for a checkup 
in a long time. While sitting in the dental chair during a two-minute break 
in the procedure, I glanced at some pictures on the wall directly opposite 
me. They graphically portrayed the progressive stages of gum disease, from 
healthy gums to gums that appeared to be rotted. When the hygienist came 
back in to continue, I asked her where the condition of my gums was located 
in the series of pictures. She said they were heading toward the pictures 
that depicted the rotten gums. I said, “But my gums feel fine; how can they 
be diseased, since they do not hurt?” She responded, “That is the genius of 
gum disease—it does not hurt badly until it is too late.” The pictures of the 
stages of gum disease together with her interpretive commentary shocked 
me into the reality of my condition. Since then I have brushed my teeth 
typically two times a day and flossed every day. By so doing, I was able to 
halt the onset of imminent disease and since have been able to maintain 
healthy gums. Sometimes the sin of idolatry is like gum disease: we may 
not feel the spiritual hurt until significant harm has happened; though we 
have eyes we may not be able to see the destruction that is occurring within 
us. We need the parabolic pictures of God’s Word, such as we saw in John’s 
Revelation, to shock us into the reality of our sin and spark us back into a 
healthy relationship with God. 

The Bible is telling us that Israel revered idols and became like them, 
spiritually insensitive. They had eyes but they could not see the harm hap- 
pening to them, and they had ears but they could not hear the destruction 
occurring within themselves. Thus they could not repent and be healed, and 
this headlong progression deeper into idolatrous sin and anesthetized hurt 
led to their ruin. We resemble what we revere, either for ruin or restoration. 

If we trust in the Lord and commit ourselves to him, if we do not con- 
form to the world, as Romans 12:2 says, but are transformed and commit- 
ted to Jesus Christ, we will begin to resemble the renewed image of God in 
Christ. All of us are imitators, and there is no neutrality. We should disabuse 
ourselves of the notion that we can be spiritually neutral. We are either be- 
ing conformed to an idol of the world or to God. Some might think that it 
is possible to exist in a mode of spiritual neutrality in their Christian lives. 
Some Christians might think that they can go for extended periods of time 
not reading their Bibles or praying or attending church and having fellowship 
with other believers. When God’s people think this way and act accordingly, 
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in reality, they become subtly conformed to the world instead of to God. 

How can we know if we are idol worshipers? First, we must question our 
claim to be Christian when we continually do not put Christ first. We must 
ask, Am I really a Christian? This is also needed in such contexts as Christian 
colleges and seminaries. It’s not uncommon for people halfway through their 
Christian college or seminary education (or even in the midst of their min- 
istry) to discover they are not committed to being Christians after all. If we 
commit ourselves to something consistently other than to the Lord and his 
Word, it may be that we are on the verge of losing our Christian identity, or it 
may mean that we never were Christian to begin with. People may think they 
are Christians, but do “not have eyes to see or hears to hear” that their spiri- 
tual condition is actually desolate and that they have no relationship with the 
living God. And yet if we heed the perilous warning, “do not worship idols 
lest you lose your Christian identity,” it will be the very means of maintaining 
our Christian identity. 

We can discern whether or not we are idol worshipers, or even partial idol 
worshipers, by asking whether we spend time consistently reading or hear- 
ing or meditating on God’s word in the Bible. If not, then we likely are not 
consistently setting God before our eyes, and we will be apt to commit our- 
selves to something other than God. Second, Paul says in 2 Corinthians 10:5, 
“bring every thought captive to the obedience [thinking] of Jesus Christ.” 
What part of our lives is unrelated to Christ? A friendship or dating rela- 
tionship? Our marriage? Our relationship to our children? As families, are 
there regular times that we gather together to hear God’s Word and to pray 
together? Do we meet together with fellow Christians at weekly worship and 
sincerely participate? Negative answers to these questions can be indicators of 
whether or not we have an idolatrous stance. 

When Christian scholars prepare a lecture or to do research on an article 
or book, do they do those things for their own glory or for God’s? The same 
question can be asked of pastors. In whatever work Christians do, they should 
pray, “Lord, cause me to take pleasure in your glory and not in mine.” To 
some degree all of us want to glorify ourselves. When people praise us for do- 
ing well, do we give God the credit? Why do we love praise for what we do? 
Are we taking pleasure in what God takes pleasure in—his glory? To glorify 
ourselves is to commit self-idolatry. 

God's people need to see all of life through the lens of the Scriptures. True 
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believers need to be conformed not to the world but transformed to Christ. 
Today some idolatry is subtle: people may have their schedule or wealth as an 
idol. But some forms of contemporary idolatry are more explicit. For example, 
just as the ancient peoples, including the Israelites, found security in worship- 
ing the sun, moon or stars, today some people consult the daily horoscopes. 
And both in non-Christian and Christian religions, worshipers can direct the 
focus of their worship to created objects. For example, some Christians may 
be tempted to worship icons, saints and the elements of the Eucharist. Others 
Christians may be tempted to worship the Cross and the Bible. Others are 
tempted to worship other kinds of idols that can be found in the evangelical 
tradition as we have seen earlier in this chapter. But created objects do not 
contain God’s living Spirit, and to the degree that people revere them, they 
will become devoid of the Spirit—unspiritual. 

Recall the introductory chapter where we discussed the first and second 
commandments, which were directed to the covenant community. I con- 
cluded that all of the following expressions of idolatry were prohibited: (1) 
worshiping an object by believing that the presence of God or his Spirit is in 
the object, (2) worshiping an object by rationalizing that it is worship of God, 
who is represented by the object, (3) making an image of God, since God is a 
Spirit and cannot be seen (see discussion in chapter 1). 

What we revere is what we resemble, either for ruin or restoration. I pray 
that all who read this book will revere the Lord in his Word and resemble 
him for restoration in redemption. May God be with us as the true, new 
people of God. 

Father we thank you for your Word, which is sober but not without hope. 
Jesus has reformed his true people into his own image on the basis of his own 
person, death, resurrection and sending of the Spirit, and he wants us to trust 
him and not be idol worshipers. And so Lord, cause us to revere you so we 
resemble you and are blessed and restored to you, and not ruined. Give us 
eyes to see and ears to hear your truth and give "us understanding so that we 
might know Him who is true" and to abide “in Him who is true, in His son 
Jesus Christ. This is the true God and eternal life" (1 Jn 5:20). Give us grace 
to "guard ourselves from idols” (1 Jn 5:21). Be with us to this end for your 
glory. In Christ's name, Amen. 
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